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The seventeenth through the nineteenth centuries were marked by 
several important kinds of changes that in part affected women’s 
abilities to study and publish philosophy and in part were affected by 
the kinds of philosophy they pursued. The earlier transition from 
monasticism to scholasticism had changed the locus of education and 
therefore women’s opportunities for learning. Similar transitions 
occurred in the 300-year period included in the scope of this volume. 
More than thirty women philosophers took part in and gave shape to 
the three-centuries-long transition from religious to secular rule, from 
colonization to self-government, from slavery and subjection to 
emancipation and suffrage, and from speculative to empirical science. 

The scientific and social transformations of the seventeenth, 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were accompanied by marked 
changes in women’s interests in, and opportunities for, philosophy. 
Academies, not convents, had become the centers of learning. Early in 
this period, only Italian universities ever made exceptions and ad¬ 
mitted women. With the closing of convents and the wholesale 
transfer of convent libraries to male monasteries and to male univer¬ 
sities, women’s need to obtain an education required new approaches. 
Many were largely self-educated and were part of non-academic 
philosophical circles which included men as well as women. Des¬ 
cartes, Bayle, Pascal, Locke, Leibniz, Newton, van Helmont, More, 
Norris, Voltaire, Saint-Simon, Fourier, Mill, Pierce, and other male 
philosophers of this period had women colleagues with whom they 
discussed and often wrote philosophy. 

The response of some eighteenth- and nineteenth-century women to 
patriarchal exclusion from formal education was to form their own 
intellectual institutions, the salons. The salonistes were almost always 
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women. Male intellectuals addressed a largely female salon , thereby 
keeping women appraised of intellectual currents in the closed 
universities and the exclusionary societes litteraires . Like the French 
salons , English intellectual circles included both men and women 
philosophers and non-philosophers. Scientists, literary writers, 
medical practitioners, and other learned persons created what we 
would now call an interdisciplinary environment. The lines between 
the disciplines were left largely undrawn. The convention of seeking 
one’s colleagues within intellectual organizations provided oppor¬ 
tunities for advanced philosophical and other learning for both men 
and women. By the last half of the nineteenth century women’s 
colleges became more common. Occasionally, European and 
American men’s colleges admitted women of extraordinary talent. But 
this period was far less notable for increasing opportunities for women 
to formally pursue philosophy than it was for other social, political, 
and scientific transformations. 

This was an era of expansion and contraction of empires, of 
fractionalization and disintegration of ecclesiastical political power, 
and of subtle shifts from the philosophical to the technological 
emphasis in science. The sheer pace and complexity of philosophical, 
scientific, and technological developments that accompanied the 
industrial age is astonishing. This was the age of Descartes, 
Malebranche, Hobbes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Locke, and Newton. 
Philosophy proposed new ways of looking at the world, at our place in 
it, and at our social, political, and religious institutions. Like 
philosophy, science contributed to a similar reexamination. The 
seventeenth century witnessed the discovery of the circulatory system 
and the microscope. It was in this century that body temperature was 
first measured and cranial neurology was first diagrammed. The 
invention of the barometer, the magic lantern, and the reflecting 
telescope all occurred then. Discoveries were made of the finite 
velocity and polarization of light, of the nature of combustion, of the 
elasticity of gasses, and of the gravitational effect of the sun, moon, 
and earth on tides. These discoveries opened new universes of 
knowledge beyond this planet. At the same time, the mapping of 
weather systems and of the Americas permitted expansion of trade and 
empire. 

Such great scientific discoveries occurred amidst even greater 
social and political strife. The civil state had replaced the church as the 
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primary source of political authority, and state persecution of religious 
minorities resulted in massive emigrations to the new world. Bacon’s 
Instauratio magna: novum organum Scientiarum appeared in 1620, 
the year the Mayflower set sail, and his Historia naturalis et ex- 
perimentalis followed two years later. With the publication of New¬ 
ton’s Optics and Principia , other natural philosophers moved from 
purely theoretical to more empirically based science, testing, as it 
were, aspects of epistemology, metaphysics, and even ethical theory 
with newly gained and ingeniously analyzed data from medicine, 
physics, biology, and astronomy. At the same time, humanitarian 
reform in Prussia, Austria, and elsewhere resulted in more humane 
penal systems and in compulsory public education for all children. 
Theories about who can learn, how learning occurs, and what should 
be taught came from philosophers including John Locke, Anna Maria 
van Schurman, and Bathsua Makin. 

Philosophy of Education was not the only area of philosophy in 
which women engaged. Metaphysics in the seventeenth century is in 
part represented by the vitalism of Anne Finch Conway, the 
materialism of Margaret Cavendish, and the Aristotelianism of Laura 
Bassi. Metaphysics and philosophy of science are the central subjects 
of Emilie du Chatelet’s Analytical Institutions as well as her edited 
translation of Newton’s Principia . Philosophy of religion is variously 
encountered in the skepticism of Kristina of Sweden and in the 
neoplatonic mysticism of Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz. Other women of 
this century made fewer contributions to written philosophy: Elisabeth 
of Bohemia critiqued Descartes’ draft manuscripts, and Helena 
Comaro Piscopia became known throughout Italy for her expertise in 
Aristotelian philosophy. 

In the seventeenth century, women gradually stopped trying to 
prove that their souls were as capable of intellectual virtue as those of 
men. Instead, they focussed on undermining men’s assumptions that 
women’s bodies were incapable of withstanding the rigors of 
philosophizing without abdicating their preordained roles of wife and 
mother. Following Anna Maria van Schurman’s intellectual reputation 
and her argument that women were capable of scholarship, Bathsua 
Makin called for liberal education of women. With the dissemination 
of van Schurman’s Whether a Maid may be a Scholar? and Makin’s 
Essay to Revive the Antient Education of Gentlewomen , women who 
earlier had been viewed as prodigies were represented as models to 
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which many women could realistically aspire. Makin specifically 
argued that education of women contributed to their fulfilling their 
socially prescribed roles. In contrast, Kristina of Sweden considered 
most women unfit for anything else, while herself rejecting 
heterosexual stereotypes along with her throne in favor of a life of 
learning, non-conformity, and political intrigue. 

By the eighteenth century, the debates over Locke’s epistemology 
accompanied an increase in philosophy publications by women. 
Damaris Cudworth Masham, Catharine Trotter Cockbum, and Mary 
Astell were among the many late seventeenth-century and early 
eighteenth-century writers to defend or dispute Locke’s views. They 
explored the consequences of Locke’s epistemology for the certainty 
of religious knowledge and for the question of women’s intellectual 
abilities. Other writers such as “Sophia,” Catharine Macaulay, Olympe 
de Gouges, and Mary Wollstonecraft insisted that women’s education 
and suffrage was an enterprise consistent with human, rather than 
male, nature. At the same time that Kant elaborated upon the central 
role of reason in morality, women’s claims to having innately equal 
intellectual potential with men renewed women’s demands for full 
social and political equality. 

In the writings of women philosophers of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, foremothers were less frequently viewed as 
prodigious examples of Mother Nature’s mistaken allocation of male 
intellects to female physiques. More often, they were viewed through 
a complex new understanding of human nature. Mary Wollstonecraft’s 
A Vindication of the Rights of Men and A Vindication of the Rights of 
Woman reflected that new understanding. Monarchies were becoming 
republics, and empires were dissolving into democracies as the great 
French and American revolutions incorporated egalitarian and 
libertarian social philosophies into their founding constitutions. In this 
intellectual and political climate, Olympe de Gouges and Jenny 
Poinsard d’Hericourt joined Wollstonecraft and others providing 
arguments to justify universal suffrage. De Gouges was among those 
French women who waged the war of the pamphlets, papering Paris 
with well-argued demands that the new Republic treat women as full 
and equal citizens. The Paris riots of 1795 resulted in the General 
Assembly’s crackdown on women’s activism and the arrest and trial of 
activist feminist pamphleteers. Olympe de Gouges was among those 
women who were guillotined by the Terror because of their views. 
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The eighteenth century was the century of revolution, but it was 
also the century of industrial development. Recent scientific advances 
were combined with technological innovations to improve manufactur¬ 
ing, agriculture, navigation, and trade. The development of hosiery¬ 
ribbing machinery gave new economic importance to the silk industry 
and, therefore, to European control of silk-producing nations. The 
invention of the condenser gave rise to the steam engine, which would 
later permit far-flung shores to be connected by rail. The development 
of modem canning techniques expanded European markets for exotic 
foodstuffs from the Americas and the Orient, while enhancing the 
potential for survival in the wilderness. Frontiers were pushed back. 
As the land-intensive logging, rubber, mining, and agricultural 
industries grew, so did the demand for expanded frontiers beyond 
Europe. Programs to decimate and displace Native Americans 
decreased the risk of territorial expansion as the bondage of African 
and Oriental peoples increased its yield. In marked contrast to these 
facts stood philosophies which proclaimed that all persons had equal 
potential for rational action and were of equal moral worth. Equally 
incongruous with the facts were political philosophies that proclaimed 
the rights of all to self-determination. 

In the nineteenth century, the emergence of a scientific anthropol¬ 
ogy of human nature accompanied the shrinking of empires as the 
moral justification for slavery and colonization crumbled. Persons of 
other races and cultures were now considered to be surprisingly 
similar to Europeans, and all were considered to be astonishingly 
similar to other higher primates. Mill was further developing Ben- 
tham’s utilitarianism into a libertarian theory which would require the 
enfranchisement of women and the abolition of slavery. The 
popularization of Auguste Comte’s positivist philosophy by Harriet 
Martineau gave a new, sociological perspective to the historical 
relationships between religion, philosophy, and science. The utopian 
theories of Fourier, Saint-Simon, and Owen revived discussions of the 
nature of ideal societies. Philosophers including Clarisse Coignet, 
Juliette Lambert Adam, and Harriet Taylor Mill took active roles in 
those discussions. Others, including Anna Doyle Wheeler and 
Catharine Ward Beecher, not only wrote social and political 
philosophy but became political activists. 

The philosophy of human nature held by nineteenth-century women 
philosophers including Julie Favre, Clarisse Coignet, and Antoinette 
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Brown Blackwell held that women were different from men in a way 
which made women morally superior to men. They rejected a 
rationalism that denied the epistemological and moral role of the 
passions, senses, and emotions. They glorified motherhood as both a 
natural and morally virtuous state for women. Female perceptiveness, 
insight, intuition, and inductive reasoning were as essential in the 
ethical and political domain as deductive reasoning was in the scien¬ 
tific domain. Moral caring, nurturance, and concern were the first 
virtues of social institutions, and family was the first social institution. 
It was argued that men were deficient in these virtues and that women 
could and should teach them to children of both sexes. Antoinette 
Brown Blackwell argued that feminine perception, insight, and 
unselfishness evolved from women’s biological role as mothers. 
Catharine Ward Beecher was among those who promoted the view of 
female moral superiority and the incumbent duties of women to fight 
social injustice. 

Nineteenth-century feminist activists are at the end of a long 
tradition of (largely female) love mysticism and mariologies which 
depicted Mary as a model for women’s salvation. These theologies 
emphasized the role of the moral emotions and the development of 
virtue. Against this background, nineteenth-century American roman¬ 
tic evangelism emphasized the role of intuition, subjectivity, love, and 
the senses: empiricism plus emotivism. Religious experience was 
valued above rationalist extrapolations from official doctrine. Sen- 
sorium, experience, and emotion were central to this antirationalist 
and antispeculative theology. It is a philosophical humanism which 
identified women, blacks, children, and other so-called “primitives” as 
valid sources of experiential knowledge. Their knowledge was 
immediate and natural. It was not stifled by a repressive rationalism 
that denied the role and significance of the moral emotions. These 
feminist humanistic reevaluations of rationalist moral philosophy 
contributed to the development of three women-led reform 
movements in the United States: abolition, temperance, and women’s 
suffrage. In the nineteenth century, suffrage movements attempted to 
do for the legal status of women what emancipation movements were 
then doing for slaves and indentured persons. Jenny d’Hericourt, 
Harriet Taylor Mill, Antoinette Brown Blackwell, Julie Velten Favre, 
and Clarisse Coignet argued in favor of women’s rights to education 
and career. The social and political writings of Harriet Taylor Mill 
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expressly demanded full equality for women and other oppressed 
peoples. 

As important as this wave of philosophical feminism was, 
nineteenth-century women philosophers, like their predecessors, were 
not all feminist philosophers. Some turned from speculation to 
experimentation as a source of knowledge of the physical sciences. 
Mary Somerville’s On the Connexion of the Physical Sciences was on 
a subject which until then was called “natural philosophy.” Indeed it is 
her account of the nature of scientific knowledge that prompted 
William Whewell to suggest the substitution of the term “scientist” for 
“natural philosopher.” The philosopher Christine Ladd-Franklin made 
contributions to theories of perception and color, as well as logic. Both 
Somerville and Ladd-Franklin came from a long tradition of women 
philosopher-scientists which began with Hypatia of Alexandria nearly 
fifteen centuries earlier. Many others were part of that important 
philosophical tradition. 


* * * 

Margaret Cavendish (1623-1673) was one of the most prolific women 
philosophers of the seventeenth century, and although some of her 
works criticized those of male philosophers, she was one of the first to 
produce original natural philosophy. She critiqued Hobbes in her 
Philosophical Letters , and Descartes, van Helmont, and More in her 
Elements of Philosophy . She deliberately addressed her rigorous 
writings to women, as if to belie the popular view that her intended 
female audience needed complex arguments simplified. Her view that 
matter is atomistic, intelligent, and self-moving markedly contrasted 
with Descartes’ dualism and with Hobbes’ intelligent sub¬ 
ject/inanimate object distinction. Her rejection of mind/body dualism 
and her vital atomism were consistent with her early atheistic denial of 
a first cause. Later, she was to admit the possibility of the existence of 
an eternal, omnipotent author of nature. Most of Cavendish’s 
philosophical writings criticize aspects of empiricism and rationalism. 
Her Orations of Diverse Sorts calls for what Cavendish herself viewed 
as the masculization of women: the nurturance of body and mind. 
Cavendish wanted women to have much more than physical and 
intellectual strength; she wanted that strength to be achievable without 
sacrificing the “feminine” virtues of modesty, chastity, temperance, 
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humility, patience, and piety. And although she was acutely aware of 
social impediments to women’s intellectual growth, she rarely 
addressed feminist issues, preferring instead to write metaphysics and 
epistemology. 

The skepticism of Queen Kristina of Sweden (b. 1626) informed 
her personal and philosophical life, leading her first to consult with the 
best-known skeptic of the early seventeenth century, Descartes, and, 
ultimately, to abdicate her throne. She was influenced not only by 
skepticism but by epicureanism, neostoicism, platonism, and 
feminism. She was an eclectic philosopher, studying Iamblichus, 
Lucretius, Sextus Empiricus, Cicero, Machiavelli, and Galileo. She 
worked closely, sometimes personally, and sometimes through 
correspondence, with leading philosophers of her day, including 
Bayle, Descartes, Gassendi, Grotius, La Peyrere, Pascal, Scheffer, van 
Schurman, Vossius, and others. She left a vast correspondence, 
including the famous interchange between herself (through the French 
ambassador, Chanut) and Descartes on epistemological and metaphysi¬ 
cal issues. She also left an incomplete autobiography and two an¬ 
thologies, Les Sentiments Heroiques and L’Ouvrage de Loisir: Les 
Sentiments Raisonnables . Together the anthologies contain about 1300 
entries discussing (in imitation of Machiavelli) the Prince (a masculine 
term which she always used to refer to herself), the nature of heroic 
virtues, honor, and passion. Importantly, she addresses the gender- 
identification of the female ruler, the subjection of women, and the 
idea of feminine virtue as represented in the Christian ideal of vir¬ 
ginity and the lesbian rejection of heterosexual marriage. 

Like most of her contemporaries, Anne Finch, Viscountess Conway 
(1631-1679), had no formal education and was largely self-taught. In 
addition to mathematics and philosophy, which she studied with 
Henry More, Conway learned Greek, Hebrew, Latin, and French. Her 
philosophical circle included Francis Mercury van Helmont (who 
introduced her work to Leibniz nearly twenty years after her death), 
Ralph Cudworth (father of Damaris Cudworth Masham), Glanvill, 
Rust, and Whichcote. She held critical views of Hobbes, Descartes, 
and Spinoza and was a strong influence on Leibniz. Her work The 
Principles of the Most Ancient and Modern Philosophy was post¬ 
humously published in Latin translation by Francis Mercury van 
Helmont. The original holographic work has not survived. In her 
Principles , Conway attempts a reconciliation of mechanism and 
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Platonism, developing a metaphysics in which every created entity is 
both vital and capable of motion. In this system, God is one of three 
possible kinds of entities, Christ a second, and created entities a third. 
It is from God that all created entities, including spirit, mind, and 
body, emanate. In her view, life is the purest form of motion, and all 
created entities have life. Since mind and body are two kinds of 
created entity, they can exert causal influence on, i.e., move, each 
other. Thus Conway synthesizes the mind-body dualism of the 
Cartesians with an account of motion as the unifying characteristic of 
created entities. 

Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz de Asbaje y Ramirez (1648-1695) was 
bom near Mexico City. She was an illegitimate child of Spanish and 
Creole parentage. At age three she charmed her sister’s primary- 
school teacher into teaching her to read. As a young child she ex¬ 
pressed a desire to be sent to Mexico City disguised as a boy to study 
science at the university. Despite punishment for doing so, she read 
her grandfather’s books and at age 12 won a prize for her writing. 
Although she was briefly tutored in grammar, she was otherwise self- 
educated. The humanistic ideas of Erasmus had been banned by the 
Inquisition. However, a century before Sor Juana’s birth the 
philosopher Bishop Juan de Zumairaga had summarized Erasmus’ 
views and published them unattributed in his Doctrina Breve . The 
humanist philosopher Alonso de la Vera Cruz had introduced the 
Aristotelian corpus to Mexico and had written books on metaphysics, 
logic, and dialectic. The Mexico in which Sor Juana grew up boasted a 
century-old Royal and Pontifical University in which humanism, 
scholasticism, and mysticism had continued to thrive beyond the time 
of their European zenith. As a young adult, she entered a religious 
order which encouraged study. Known primarily as a poet and 
playwright, she studied Plato, Augustine, Chrysostom, Aquinas, 
Machiavelli, and others. 

Her works include more than 200 poems and twenty plays as well 
as prose writings. The chief sources of our knowledge of her 
philosophical views are two prose works, Carta atenagorica and 
Respuesta a Sor Filotea de la Cruz , and a long poem, Primero Sueno . 
Sor Juana developed an architectural representation of the nature of 
human knowledge which is reminiscent of some descriptions of ways 
of knowing offered by Hildegard, Mechtild, Hadewych, Julian, and 
other medieval philosophers (see Volume 2 of this series). In distinc- 
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tion to some medieval mystics, however, Sor Juana sees discursive 
reasoning, rather than intuition or revelation, as the way to illumina¬ 
tion. Her philosophic orientation is predominantly that of late scholas¬ 
ticism. However, she fits no single school of philosophy. The em¬ 
phasis on the value of reason places her prior to Benito Diaz de 
Gamarra in the Mexican rationalist response to scholasticism. The 
central importance of the idea of freedom of the understanding has 
caused some to consider her a philosopher of the Enlightenment. Her 
views on personal liberation and the education of women make her a 
representative of early American feminist philosophy. The sheer 
volume and literary quality of her works is astonishing, as is her 
synthesis of past and contemporary philosophic perspectives in the 
development of a mystical, feminist, and rationalist libertarianism. 

Damaris Cudworth Masham (1659-1708) was raised in a climate of 
philosophical discourse. Her father, Ralph Cudworth, one of the more 
prominent members of the Cambridge Platonist school, created a 
home environment in which the views of Calvin and Hobbes were 
criticized. Damaris Cudworth Masham shared many of the views of 
the Cambridge Platonist school and also shared many of John Locke’s 
views. Her writings frequently defend both. She and Locke maintained 
a close friendship, and he lived the final thirteen years of his life at her 
home. Through her philosophic circle, which included Locke, Leibniz, 
Newton, van Helmont, and Henry More, Masham had knowledge of 
other well-respected women philosophers. Through Locke she became 
acquainted with the works of Catharine Trotter Cockbum. In addition 
to the connection with Catharine Trotter Cockbum’s work, there are 
several connections between Masham and Anne Finch, Viscountess 
Conway. In a letter to Masham, Leibniz mentioned Anne Conway. 
Masham’s friend, van Helmont, had edited and translated Conway’s 
Principles , and her friend Henry More had been Conway’s close 
friend. Masham’s correspondence with Leibniz covered a number of 
issues, including free will, her father’s account of “plastic natures,” 
the relationship between mind and body, and Leibniz’ idea of pre- 
established harmony. Damaris Masham was less interested in 
metaphysics than Conway had been. Rather, she focussed on epis¬ 
temology, moral philosophy, and Christian theology, particularly the 
relationship between faith and reason, and the morality of worldly 
pursuits. Her Occasional Thoughts supported Locke against Stil- 
lingfleet on the question of the relative merits of revelation and 
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reason. Masham argued that preferring revelation alone to revelation 
which stood up to scrutiny by reason would lead people to view 
Christianity as unreasonable. The consequences would be either 
fanaticism or skepticism. Although, according to Masham, many 
principles of Christian morality are derivable from reason and from 
common sense, religion provides the only support for virtuous action. 
This is because people are naturally inclined to follow passion unless 
dissuaded by a rational fear of God. 

Masham’s writings address the feminist issues of her day. She 
objected not only to the denial of educational opportunities to most 
women but to the double standard of morality imposed on women. 
She also claimed that conventional morality and conventional 
religious sentiments do not always accord with rational Christianity, 
according to which virtue is action in accord with “right reason.” 
Masham’s Discourse on the Love of God, in response to John Norris’ 
Practical Discourses , objected to the claim that loving creatures is 
incompatible with loving God. She argued that love of creatures is a 
necessary prerequisite for loving God. Similarly, she objected to the 
austerity of the Calvinist rejection of the world and of material things. 
Instead, she argued, only inordinate love of the world conflicts with 
love of God. In her view, there is virtue in social intercourse and in 
public life, not only in the contemplative life. 

Mary Astell (1666-1731) was bom in Newcastle, England. She was 
a self-educated woman whose family was in commerce. She wrote on 
a number of epistemological issues and was a proponent of women’s 
education. Her anonymously published A Serious Proposal to the 
Ladies For the Advancement of their True and greatest Interest was 
well received and went through several editions. At the request of 
John Norris, she published her correspondence with him under the title 
Letters Concerning the Love of God . There followed a series of 
philosophical pamphlets on religious and political issues, a text on 
marriage, and a summary of her religious and educational theories, 
The Christian Religion as Profess'd by a Daughter of the Church of 
England . Another work, An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex , is 
generally attributed to her, but its authorship is sometimes still 
attributed to Judith Drake. I have examined the second edition of the 
Essay. It contains a poetic tribute to the author written by James 
Drake. There is also a brief piece which is signed “JD.” “JD” notes 
that the author’s work has sometimes been attributed to her, and that 
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she would like to take credit for it but cannot. This disclaimer is 
followed by Astell’s thanks to JD for not taking credit for Astell’s 
work. The disclaimer by JD coupled with Astell’s acknowledgement 
that when the work originally appeared it was sometimes 
misattributed, should satisfy those few who persist in identifying the 
work as Drake’s. 

In the view of John Norris, Astell had succeeded in demonstrating 
the absurdity of certain aspects of Locke’s epistemology. Although 
she agreed with Locke that intuition was the best source of 
knowledge, she argued for the existence of innate ideas and for 
Cartesian skepticism as an appropriate methodology with which to 
seek knowledge of those innate ideas. She urged women to fulfill their 
essentially human nature by requiring reason to govern passion and by 
refraining from exercising judgment in the absence of clear and 
distinct ideas. Astell intended her critiques of Locke and Descartes to 
work to women’s advantage in recognizing the role of passion, the 
potential for reason to dominate it, and the need for education to 
develop not only rational skills, but habits of controlling the emotions. 
With such education, she felt, women would be prepared to seek 
alternatives to traditional forms of marriage, and men would be 
prepared to seek women who were their intellectual equals. But in 
addition to addressing epistemological issues as they affect women’s 
intellectual and social status, Astell addressed issues of religious 
epistemology. She examined the nature of revelation and its 
relationship to reason; whether matter can think; whether God is the 
efficient cause of pain and pleasure, and other epistemic questions as 
well. 

Catharine Trotter Cockbum’s (1679-1749) philosophical writings, 
like those of Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz, have been included in the 
corpus of her literary writings. In consequence, they have escaped the 
notice of historians of philosophy. The impoverished and self-taught 
daughter of a deceased ship’s captain, Catharine earned early fame as 
a young playwright and acclaim as a philosopher. She was among the 
first to defend John Locke in print. (Samuel Bold and Damaris 
Cudworth Masham preceded her.) Cockbum published a comprehen¬ 
sive defense of Locke’s epistemology in response to Thomas Bumet 
of the Charterhouse. Bumet had supported the position of Bishop 
Stillingfleet in the latter’s highly politicized controversy with Locke. 
The fact that Catharine Trotter was a Catholic who ably defended 
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Locke against Burnet, and implicitly against Stillingfleet, may have 
played into the hands of those who suggested that Locke’s views 
supported “Romish papists” against the Anglican Church. It is 
interesting therefore that Cockbum converted to the Anglican Church 
shortly after her Defence appeared. The aged and ailing Locke read 
and appreciated Cockbum’s defense of him and authorized Peter 
King, his cousin and business manager, to make her a substantial 
financial gift. Bishop Gilbert Bumet of Salisbury and John Norris both 
praised her work. From her correspondence we know that George 
Bumet (brother of Locke’s friend and intermediary with Leibniz, 
Thomas Bumet of Kemnay) had discussed Trotter’s work with 
Leibniz as well as with Princess Sophie. Leibniz wished to consider 
Trotter’s work prior to transcribing his own critique of Locke’s Essay. 
Her delivery of text and portrait coincided with Locke’s death. From 
the correspondence it appears that Damaris Masham also acquired a 
copy of Trotter’s Defence at about this time. 

Thomas Bumet of the Charterhouse had presented three major 
criticisms of Locke’s Essay. He had claimed that the Essay did not 
give a firm basis for morality. In response, Trotter showed that Bumet 
was mistaken in claiming that the perception of good and evil was 
analogous to sensory perception and, like sensory perception, occurred 
independently of reason. Bumet had claimed that Locke’s principles 
also undermined religion in that they entailed that God could not make 
virtue into vice and vice into virtue. Trotter argued against Bumet that 
unlike natural wonders and catastrophes, which might be considered 
to be “natural” virtues and vices, moral good and evil is defined 
exclusively in reference to human nature. Having created us a par¬ 
ticular way, God necessarily has defined moral good and evil accord¬ 
ing to the nature he has given us. Consequently, knowledge of moral 
good and evil is possible through reflection on human nature. Bumet 
had also questioned how we could know which moral laws to obey in 
the absence of revelation and a natural conscience characterized by 
innate ideas. To this Trotter replied that Bumet had confused the 
distinction between innate principles and innate or natural abilities to 
make moral judgments regarding actions. This sort of confusion, 
Trotter noted, characterized Burnet’s criticism of Locke. Catharine 
Trotter Cockbum gained a reputation as a philosopher and was widely 
encouraged to publish her collected works, including her correspon¬ 
dence. Thanks to her friend Thomas Birch her biography, her 
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philosophical writings, her plays, and her correspondence have been 
preserved. 

Emilie du Chatelet (1706-1749) was both a scientist and a 
philosopher. Her philosophical work includes ethics, rhetoric, and 
philosophy of science; however, her most important work was in 
metaphysics. In metaphysics, du Chatelet had one very large, well- 
defined project: to provide a sound metaphysical foundation for 
Newtonian physics. Du Chatelet was convinced that Newton had 
accurately described how the universe works as it does. Cartesian 
skepticism had provided a method with which to achieve a degree of 
certainty about metaphysical and empirical truths. But what Newton 
did not do, du Chatelet believed, was to explain why the universe 
works as he claimed it did. After a false start, du Chatelet provided the 
necessary metaphysical underpinning for Newtonian physics by 
incorporating Leibniz’ principle of sufficient reason, his principle of 
non-contradiction, his principle of the identity of indiscemibles, and a 
modified version of his monadology. 

Du Chatelet understood that much more than mere physics was at 
stake if Newtonian science lacked a firm metaphysical foundation. At 
stake too were contemporary concepts of divine nature and human 
nature, the doctrine of free will and human moral responsibility, and, 
ultimately, the basis for the authority of the church and the state. Du 
Chatelet’s Analytical Institutions presented her account of how 
selected elements of Leibnizian metaphysics preserved for Newtonian 
physics the role of an omnipotent, omniscient, and benevolent deity in 
the creation and maintenance of the universe. Although some 
prominent Newtonians were initially critical of her work, by the time 
Analytical Institutions appeared du Chatelet had already been widely 
known as “Lady Newton” for her work with Voltaire on his Elements 
of Newton's Philosophy , as well as for her prize-winning essay on the 
nature of fire. 

Emilie du Chatelet will be known for achieving what the Leibniz- 
Clarke debates could not, namely an adequate Newtonian response at 
least to some of Leibniz’ criticisms. Importantly, this response was 
achieved by demonstrating how Leibnizian metaphysics provided 
badly needed support for Newtonian physics. Du CMtelet showed 
how the two supplemented and supported rather than contradicted 
each other. When she was in her forties, and working hard on writing 
a French translation/analysis of Newton’s Principia, she became 
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pregnant. Concerned that she would die in childbirth, she reportedly 
worked twenty hours a day until her delivery. She and her child died 
shortly after the birth. Incredibly, given the renewed interest in 
Newton occasioned by Einstein’s discoveries nearly two centuries 
later, Emilie du Chatelet’s edition of the Principia remains the 
standard French translation of that work. 

Known primarily to historians of feminism as the author of A 
Vindication of the Rights of Woman , Mary Wollstonecraft 
(1759-1797) was a prolific writer of social and political philosophy 
and philosophy of education, a contributor of many book reviews to 
The Analytical Review , a translator of works on moral and religious 
philosophy, a poet, a novelist, and an autobiographer. She was bom in 
England of an Irish mother and an English father of the mercantile 
class. A violently abusive childhood seems to have greatly affected 
Wollstonecraft’s views on the rights of women. Her alcoholic father, 
her submissive, suffering mother, and a sister whose marriage repli¬ 
cated that of her parents profoundly influenced Wollstonecraft’s 
views. Her A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790) replied to 
Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution . Two years later 
Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man and Mary Wollstonecraft’s A 
Vindication of the Rights of Woman followed. Wollstonecraft held that 
women were the moral and intellectual equals of men and on that 
account had a moral right to social, economic, and political oppor¬ 
tunities equal to those enjoyed by men. She criticized Rousseau’s 
confusion of nature and nurture and insisted that the moral worth of 
social institutions be assessed by their consequences. In her view, the 
moral justification for paternalistic institutions which view women as 
wards of their male relatives fails when one sees that the consequence 
is that women are deprived of their rights to become full human 
beings. She also detailed an alternative to Talleyrand’s philosophy of 
education, calling for universal public education which concentrates 
on teaching intellectual, rather than practical, skills. In calling for 
liberal education of women, Wollstonecraft followed the tradition of 
van Schurman, Makin, and Astell. Wollstonecraft differed from them 
in that she made that demand in the context of arguments from social 
justice, rather than in the context of arguments from epistemology and 
religion. After Wollstonecraft, feminist political activism was increas¬ 
ingly characterized not only by arguments that it was morally indefen¬ 
sible to deny full equality to women; it was also characterized by 
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public demonstrations and women’s defiance of contemporary social 
mores. 

Although little is known about Clarisse Gauthier Coignet’s (b. 
1823) early life, we do know that the reform of the French educational 
system which followed the founding of the Republic was the subject 
of her earliest publications. Her support of public education and of the 
teaching of moral values independent of religious values within that 
system earned early recognition for her philosophy of education. For a 
five-year period she was editor of a weekly newspaper. La Morale 
Independante. Her association with the Saint-Simonians who 
published that paper and her study of Kantian and neo-Kantian moral 
philosophy led to several publications of philosophic importance. La 
Morale independante dans son principe et son object and De Kant a 
Bergson; reconciliation de la religion et de la science dans un 
spiritualisme nouveau described her analysis of the connections and 
dissimilarities between moral philosophy and religion. In addition, 
Coignet wrote on the histories of philosophical ethics and the practical 
moralities of social institutions. She also wrote works of jurisprudence 
and social philosophy, particularly as they concerned the rights of 
women. She urged careful consideration of the idea that social and 
political change has historically represented nothing more than a 
transition from one form of intellectual tyranny to another. She took a 
radical approach to moral theory and asked that we recognize that 
freedom is not derived from the laws of nature and does not consist in 
conformity to a general order of which morality, like physics, is but a 
part. In contrast, she claimed that freedom is a primitive, a first, 
irreducible principle of human existence and therefore of moral 
science. It is not a conclusion that we reach as a consequence of moral 
theory. Neither God nor constitutions make us free, she said, freedom 
is constitutive of human nature. It is a human accomplishment. 
Therefore, morality is created by humans, not by deities or by states. 
Kantianism makes sense because man is neither an imitation of God 
nor an imperfect creature in search of perfection. Man qua man is an 
end in himself. Coignet held that the French Revolution did not go far 
enough in opposing the rule of man to the rule of God and in separat¬ 
ing religious and civil law. What France needed to do was to exclude 
religious values from the foundation of social values and hence 
eliminate the social benefits of religious affiliation. Such a radically 
different state would recognize that all people, independent of 
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religious persuasion, are linked in civil contract founded on a morality 
based in conscience. All this, she held, was completely possible 
without denying the psychological components of religious belief: 
hope, inspiration, spiritualism. Coignet’s independent morality also 
sought a renewal of women’s dignity and equality so that women 
could live in a society in which a woman was a sovereign end in 
herself. She viewed such a society as one which denied that women 
were to be glorified as useful instruments to their husband’s ends. And 
although Coignet regularly wrote about the suffrage movement in 
England, she believed that the character of the French people required 
that equality of women be acquired in a different order. Where British 
women sought political power as a way of instituting educational and 
social reform, Coignet believed that the equality of French women 
was more likely to be successful if reforms of civil law, educational 
opportunities, and greater equality in marriage preceded political 
suffrage. 

Antoinette Louisa Brown Blackwell (1825-1921) was an American 
philosopher. She was the first woman minister ordained in the United 
States, a suffragist, poet, and novelist. She wrote six books of 
philosophy, the most extensive of which, The Philosophy of In¬ 
dividuality , presented an elaborate cosmology of mind and matter as 
dual aspects of nature. The Physical Basis of Immortality paralleled 
the indestructibility of the self with that of matter, and The Sexes 
Throughout Nature provided a critique of sexism inherent in evolution¬ 
ary theories. Her philosophical formation was intricately connected to 
her religious vocation. She synthesized aspects of evolution and a 
natural philosophy informed by Newtonian physics and inspired by 
Christian faith. She acted on her philosophical and religious views and 
took a leadership role in the suffrage, temperance, and abolitionist 
movements. Struggle characterized her life. After considerable effort 
to gain ordination and education at Oberlin College, she struggled to 
find a position as head of a congregation. In a New York Times article 
Horace Greeley memorialized her public-speaking efforts at the World 
Temperance Convention. She lived ninety-six years, and of the 
original women suffragists she may have been one of few who 
survived long enough to actually vote in a presidential election. At age 
ninety-five, blind and ill, she was escorted to the poll to vote for 
president for the first time. Antoinette Brown Blackwell made 
substantial contributions to philosophy and used philosophy and her 
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pulpit as means with which to address the important scientific, social, 
and political issues of her day. 

Julie Velten Favre (1834-1896), bom in Wissembourg, France, was 
a lifelong educator and moral philosopher. Her liberal view on 
childhood education supported intellectual freedom and the cultivation 
of individual conscience through the study of the history of moral 
philosophy. She particularly emphasized those moral theories which 
analyzed the nature of virtue and the historical connectedness of all 
people. Her works included La Morale des Stoiciens y La Morale de 
Socrate , La Morale d’Aristote, La Morale de Ciceron , La Morale de 
Plutarque (Preceptes et exemples), and Montaigne Moraliste et 
Pedagogue . Many of her writings analyzed her views on moral 
education and moral psychology. She also analyzed the application of 
particular moral theories to social institutions affecting women. She 
claimed that women’s particular virtue is to inculcate moral virtue in 
others through precept and example. She acknowledged that the social 
roles of women as wives, mothers, and teachers provide opportunities 
for women to enhance the lives of others and the moral quality of 
society. The opportunities to positively affect society are maximized, 
she claimed, when women are themselves well-educated. Consistent 
with her view that the social roles assigned to women can help women 
develop special abilities to enhance the common good through 
nurturance is her view that all persons are first citizens of the world 
and secondly members of their family and state. Positive social 
justice, she claimed, is inseparable from love of others. Although the 
social roles assigned to women give them special responsibilities for 
nurturing the development of the moral emotions in children, she held 
that there is no particular reason to believe that women are better than 
men at nurturing children’s development of affectionate and hence, 
justice-giving relationships to others. In Favre’s view, moral education 
has a central role to play in the evolution of a just society. Education 
that reinforces the idea of human imperfection risks failing to stimu¬ 
late the desire to improve. Educational focus on compensatory justice, 
i.e., on balancing rights and wrongs, tends to neglect the idea that it is 
a natural duty to make individual choices and to take responsibility for 
developing a commitment to moral ideals and to living a life of virtue. 


* * * 
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A referee of this volume requested that I include in it mention of other 
women who, in the referee’s judgment, were “philosophers.” Some of 
these were subjects whom I had previously researched. I had con¬ 
cluded that it was premature to identify them as philosophers. The 
difficulty of deciding which women to include and which to exclude 
from an introductory work such as this arises from a desire to intro¬ 
duce a representative cohort of women of the period who were 
philosophers, without stretching the criteria for “who counts as a 
philosopher.” 

There have always been at least two lists of philosophers. The first 
is the list of the so-called “greats.” Historically, these are those male 
philosophers whom we dare not omit from the introductory texts. On 
the second list has been the “less than truly great males.” There is a 
third list, that of women. Most were held in great esteem by their 
colleagues, only to be later ignored by the historians of philosophy. I 
am sensitive to the fact that the need for a series such as this has arisen 
in part because introductory texts typically claim to include only the 
most important philosophers. “Importance” has turned out to be 
defined in terms of males influenced. Without commenting on the 
appropriateness of this criterion, it is clear that women philosophers’ 
thought did influence male philosophers. In my view, the 
“importance” criterion for inclusion in the philosophical corpus has 
been abused. What we have had until now is a measure of the impor¬ 
tance of female historical subjects to male historians, rather than to 
contemporaries of both sexes. Women philosophers’ exclusion from 
the history texts may reflect an inability of male philosopher-his¬ 
torians to offer a disinterested, unbiased evaluation of women’s 
writings. 

What should the inclusionary criteria be? Should a person have 
made a contribution to philosophy that advanced discussion on a given 
list of philosophical issues? This criterion too, reintroduces the 
question of bias. For how are philosophical issues defined, and who 
are the definers? Most of the subjects of this volume were a part of 
ongoing philosophical circles that were dominated by men. Others, 
particularly some feminist philosophers, were known by such exclu¬ 
sionary terms as salonistes , “bluestockings,” or “suffragettes.” They 
often travelled in woman-centered domains or addressed their writings 
primarily to other women. The writings of feminist philosophers were 
certainly well-known to circles of male philosophers, yet they appear 
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to me to have advanced philosophical discussion mostly among 
women. If this observation is well-founded, then male philosophers, 
excepting perhaps Leibniz and Mill, ignored, discounted, and sup¬ 
pressed feminist philosophy. This is not surprising, for it accords with 
women’s exclusion from the academy, from the vote, and from most 
forms of professional life. At bottom, however, the “advancement” 
criterion also begs the question. That a discussion is or is not advanced 
may be attributed as much to the capacity of those who hear the 
arguments to engage in them as to the quality of the arguments that are 
offered. The following pages will show that the failure of feminist 
philosophy to advance among male philosophers the discussion of 
human nature, natural rights, and political justice for women reflects 
male bias, not shabby philosophizing by women. When we consider 
the overwhelming success of feminist philosophy in influencing male 
debates on emancipation we see the bias more clearly. Generally 
speaking, women engaged the arguments of feminist philosophy to 
make the case for women and blacks. White men were willing to 
apply the conclusions of feminist arguments in the case of blacks, but 
not in the case of women. To exclude women feminist philosophers 
from the canons of philosophy because of the bias of their male 
contemporaries not only perpetuates the bias but enshrines bias as an 
appropriate inclusionary criterion. 

The problem of bias brings me to another source of difficulty in 
developing inclusionary criteria. Most of the women who are con¬ 
sidered in this volume fit squarely within the “malestream” tradition 
of philosophy for the historical period in question. However, as 
previously mentioned, there are many whom I am less eager to 
identify as philosophers. In part this diminished enthusiasm stems 
from the primary identification of this group of authors with other 
disciplines and genres. Do political activism, religious devotion, 
literary writing, or scientific experimentation disqualify an author 
from consideration as a philosopher? Clearly, these have not been 
grounds for excluding Jefferson, Bernard, Sartre, or Newton from, for 
example, The Encyclopedia of Philosophy . Therefore, they are not 
grounds for excluding Anna Doyle Wheeler, Sor Juana Ines de la 
Cruz, Mary Wollstonecraft, or Emilie du Chatelet from this volume. I 
have therefore included women whose writings in my judgment 
critically analyzed any recognizably philosophical subject or issue, 
utilizing any recognizable philosophical methodology which 
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demonstrates knowledgeability of philosophy through mastery of its 
history, methods and/or problems. 

Colleagues and referees have provided names of women to consider 
as subjects in this volume. I have excluded some of those prospective 
subjects on the basis of the foregoing criteria. The excluded are Aphra 
Behn, Mme de Coigy, Emily Dickinson, Mary Baker Eddy, Eliza 
Famham, Margaret Fell Fox, Margaret Fuller, Mme Gagon-Dufour, 
Angelina Grimke, Mary Hay, Julia Ward Howe, Lady Mary Wortley 
Montagu, Lucretia Mott, Etta Palm d’Aelders, Anne Radcliffe, Mary 
Anne Radcliffe, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Madeleine de Scudery, 
Germaine de Staehl, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Victoria Woodhull. 
In my judgment, the present state of research indicates that some of 
the women listed are at best competent students of philosophy. If the 
case can be made for their inclusion, I would be happy to consider 
them for future editions of this volume. 

A second referee requested that I explain the criteria by which an 
entire chapter is devoted to a subject, and the criteria by which a 
subject is relegated to less space in the final chapter. An entire chapter 
is devoted to a subject if three conditions are met. First, I must be 
convinced that the subject was a philosopher. Second, there must be 
sufficient material available about her to interestingly fill twenty to 
thirty manuscript pages. Third, one of the scholars who are part of the 
Project on the History of Women in Philosophy must have the 
background, interest, and opportunity to write the chapter. Since only 
a few universities have supported research of this nature, we the 
Project are long on qualified subjects and short on authors. Many of 
those subjects are, unfortunately, relegated to the final chapter which I 
write. Subjects are not consigned to the last chapter for lack of merit. 
The result is a volume which presents a fairly comprehensive history 
of women philosophers, albeit one which is necessarily incomplete. 
Certainly Catharine Ward Beecher and Harriet Taylor Mill, among 
others, merit fuller exposition and analysis than is possible under these 
circumstances. It is my hope that, as has happened in the case of 
women who are subjects of the first two volumes of this series, our 
accounts of each of the subjects of this third volume will stimulate 
further research by members of the philosophic community. 

Women philosophers of the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth 
centuries helped shape and in turn were shaped by the social, political, 
and scientific transformations characterizing the industrial revolution. 
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This was a period in which women’s access to formal education 
remained sharply restricted. Opportunities for convent education were 
few, and opportunities for university education were rare. Despite 
such obstacles, women addressed the full scope of philosophical 
issues facing the industrial age. They made significant contributions to 
all areas of philosophy and to the major philosophic discussions of 
their day. Although many argued for women’s existential worth and 
philosophic potential, they held different views of women’s social 
rights. Most were active participants in a larger philosophic com¬ 
munity which was well acquainted with their ideas and which held 
them in great esteem. Many knew of other women philosophers. Some 
were honored by major universities, governments, professional 
societies, and by other eminent scholars. All are worthy subjects of 
further research and merit inclusion in standard histories of 
philosophy. It is an honor to be able to introduce them to you. 



1. Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle 


LONDA SCHffiBINGER 


Being a Woman [I] Cannot ... Publickly ... 
Preach, Teach, Declare or Explane [my works] 
by Words of Mouth, as most of the most Famous 
Philosophers have done, who thereby made their 
Philosophical Opinions more Famous, than I fear 
Mine will ever be... 1 


I. BIOGRAPHY 

Margaret Cavendish (1623-1673) was one of the few women in 
seventeenth-century England to write about natural philosophy. 2 How 
was it possible for a woman to do philosophy at a time when women 
were excluded from university and academy? Had Margaret Caven¬ 
dish not been of elevated rank, it is unlikely that she would have been 
a philosopher. The privileges of rank gave her access to a world of 
philosophy. Cavendish was bom Margaret Lucas, daughter of Thomas 
Lucas of the lesser gentry of Colchester. As she recorded in her 
autobiography, she had little formal education, and what education she 
had was that suited to a lady - singing, dancing, “playing on music,” 
reading, writing, and the like. 3 Though women were not “suffer’d to 
be instructed in Schools and Universities,” as she never tired of 
reminding her readers, this did not dampen her appetite for ideas, for 
(as she wrote some years later) “thoughts are free, [and we women] 
may as well read in our Closets, as Men in their Colleges.” 4 

Margaret Lucas recognized that women’s greatest access to 
knowledge at this time was through men. “Most Scholars,” she wrote, 
“marry, and their heads are so full of their School Lectures, that they 
preach them over to their Wives when they come home, so that they 
[the wives] know as well what was spoke, as if they had been there.” 5 
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Consequently, Margaret married with care William Cavendish, Duke 
of Newcastle, in the 1640s. Through marriage she became a member 
of what Robert Kargon has identified as the “Newcastle circle,” 
consisting of William and Charles Cavendish, Thomas Hobbes, 
Kenelm Digby, Mersenne and Gassendi, and (while exiled in France 
in the 1640s and ’50s) Descartes and Roberval. 6 Without this private 
philosophical network, Margaret Lucas Cavendish could not have 
become a natural philosopher. 

Advantages of rank did not, however, outweigh disadvantages of 
sex. Though the Duchess of Newcastle found a place in the philosophi¬ 
cal world, her ties to learned men remained tenuous. The intellectual 
status of noblewomen was not unlike the legal status of women of all 
ranks. Legally, married women wer t femmes couvertes, literally under 
the “cover” of their husbands. Intellectually too, women were under 
the cover of male mentors. 

Although Margaret Cavendish was part of the “Newcastle circle,” 
she suffered from isolation. Her contacts with other philosophers (all 
male) produced few intellectual rewards. Her relations with Descartes, 
for example, remained indirect. She may have sent philosophical 
queries to him through the pen of her husband, but she did not 
correspond with him herself. When Descartes dined at the Newcastle 
table, the dinners passed largely in silence. As Margaret Cavendish 
reported, “he spake no English, and I understand no other language, 
and those times I saw him, which was twice at dinner with my Lord in 
Paris, he did appear to me a man of the fewest words I ever heard.” 7 

Cavendish’s isolation was not voluntary. The breeding grounds of 
the new science, such as the newly founded Royal Society of London, 
did not allow women to become members. Membership in the Royal 
Society was more open and fluid than its counterpart in Paris, the 
Academie Royale des Sciences, and it would not have gone against 
the expansive temper of the English Society to have invited qualified 
women to join. The Duchess of Newcastle in particular was a well- 
qualified candidate, having written some six books about natural 
philosophy, along with several other plays and books of poetry. In 
addition, she had long been a generous patron of Cambridge Univer¬ 
sity and would have been a financial asset to the impoverished society. 

Although never invited to join the Royal Society, Cavendish was so 
bold as to ask to attend a session. 8 One should recall that fellows of 
noble birth bestowed prestige upon the new society; men above the 
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rank of baron could become members without the scrutiny given other 
applicants. 9 When the duchess asked for nothing more than to be 
allowed to visit a working session of the society, however, her request 
aroused a flood of controversy. Nonetheless, she was allowed to 
attend one session after some discussion among society fellows. The 
famous visit took place in 1667. Robert Boyle prepared his 
“experiments of ... weighing of air in an exhausted receiver; [and] ... 
dissolving of flesh with a certain liquor.” 10 The duchess, accompanied 
by her ladies, was much impressed by the demonstrations and left 
(according to one observer) “full of admiration.” 11 This single 
encounter with the men of science, however, could hardly have been 
satisfying. The duchess never even mentioned this visit in her memoirs. 

Although no official record of the discussion of Cavendish’s visit 
remains, Samuel Pepys tells us that there was “much debate, pro and 
con , it seems many being against it, and we do believe the town will 
be full of ballads of it.” 12 When no other ballads appeared, Royal 
Society member John Evelyn wrote one of his own. 13 From Pepys’s 
report it seems many fellows felt that Cavendish’s presence would 
bring ridicule rather than honor. Margaret Cavendish’s visit indeed 
appears to have set a precedent - a negative one. No woman was 
elected to full membership in the Royal Society until 1945. 14 

Nor did Cavendish benefit from intellectual companionship with 
other women. Salons did not flourish in England as they did in France, 
and as a result intellectual women in England suffered from isolation. 
Apart from a brief membership in Katherine Philips’s “Society of 
Friendship,” Cavendish cultivated few intellectual friends among 
women. Indeed, she often chided the ladies of her day for “playing at 
cards” and not being “delighted in ... Philosophy.” 15 She did not 
know Anne Conway, for example, a philosopher with whom Caven¬ 
dish might have had much in common. 

Cavendish’s chief intellectual companions were within her family. 
A frontispiece reproduced in several of her philosophical works shows 
a “semy-circle” of ladies and gentlemen seated amicably around a 
table, the caption bears the title “The Duke and Dutchess of Newcastle 
and their Family.” By her own account, Cavendish “never had a 
familiar acquaintance, or constant conversation with any profest 
Scholar, in my life, or a familiar acquaintance with any man, so as to 
learn by them, but those that I have neer relation to, as my Husband, 
and Brothers.” 16 Cavendish claimed she had never spent “even an 
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hour” discussing philosophy with those other than her family. 

Margaret Cavendish learned a great deal from her brother, Lord 
John Lucas, one of the original Fellows of the Royal Society; she also 
claimed to have profited from discussions with Sir Charles Cavendish, 
brother of William, who had a real interest in science and mathematics 
and kept abreast of all the latest developments. 17 Yet it was her 
husband, William, whom Margaret claimed as her “Wits Patron.” 18 
William Cavendish - a man thirty years her senior - was himself a 
respectable gentleman virtuoso , reputed by William Petty to be a great 
patron to Gassendi, Descartes, and Hobbes. 19 While exiled in France 
and Holland from 1644 to 1660, William Cavendish collected seven 
telescopes - four made by Estacio Divino, two by Torricelli, and one 
by Fontanus. 20 William was, however, neither deeply scholarly nor 
profound. His greatest love was the “noble and heroick Art of 
Horsemanship and Weapons." 21 If William was not the critic Margaret 
required, he did serve her well with his moral and financial support. 
Nearly all of her philosophical works include a laudatory verse from 
William. 22 In addition, he financed the repeated private publication of 
her many works. 

According to her own account, Margaret Cavendish remained, for 
most of her life, cloistered in her study working in her own world of 
philosophy. This she attributed, in part, to her “bashfull” nature and, in 
part, to her condition as a woman. Excluded by custom and tempera¬ 
ment from public life, the Duchess of Newcastle tried to make contact 
with the learned world through her books. These she dedicated to the 
“most famously learned” men of the universities. She sent each of her 
beautifully published volumes to Oxford and to Cambridge, where her 
husband and two brothers had been educated. This she did for her own 
glory, to be sure - the duchess was not properly modest for an English 
woman of the seventeenth century. But she also intended that her 
works be an example for the “good encouragement” of other women 
and give “our Sex Courage and Confidence to Write, and to Divulge 
what they Writ in Print.” 23 She also sent a complete set of her 
philosophical work to Christian Huygens at the University of Leiden, 
along with a Latin index. 24 In return she received letters of thanks and 
vapid praise of the type a courtier would offer a lady. Only Joseph 
Glanvill and Huygens engaged her in serious correspondence: Glanvill 
discussed with her his work on witchcraft; Huygens discussed with 
her “Rupert’s exploding drops.” 25 
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n. WORKS 

The Duchess of Newcastle was not only one of the first women to 
produce original natural philosophy, she was also the boldest and most 
prolific. In addition to literary orations, plays, and poems, Cavendish 
wrote a number of philosophical works: Philosophical and Physical 
Opinions (1655), Natures Pictures Drawn by Fancies Pencil to The 
Life (1656), Philosophical Letters: or, Modest Reflections upon some 
Opinions in Natural Philosophy, Maintained by Several Famous and 
Learned Authors of this Age (1664), her fascinating Observations 
upon Experimental Philosophy (1666), to which was added a utopia or 
science fiction, The Description of a new World, called The Blazing 
World, and her Grounds of Natural Philosophy (1668). Margaret 
Cavendish was an extremely self-conscious writer; to all of her works 
she appended prefaces which provide a vivid portrayal of her 
philosophical ambitions and her keen sense of the barriers faced by 
one of her sex. 

Although often addressed to women, Cavendish’s natural 
philosophy was not written as a simplification or popularization for 
the “weaker sex.” Rather, she participated in discussions central to her 
life and times, taking up debates about matter and motion, the exist¬ 
ence of the vacuum, the nature of magnetism, life and generation, 
color and fire, perception and knowledge, free will and God. Caven¬ 
dish also entered into (usually one-way) correspondence with key 
philosophers on these issues. Her Philosophical Letters presented a 
point-by-point critique of Hobbes’s Leviathan , while her Elements of 
Philosophy attacked Descartes and his vortices, Henry More’s proof 
of God, and van Helmont’s “odd and strange Art of Chemistry.” Her 
philosophical boldness remained long unmatched by any other 
woman. 

Cavendish’s great purpose in writing was to achieve fame. She was 
as she put it “as ambitious as ever any of my Sex was, is, or can 
be.” 26 She identified three avenues to fame in the England of her day: 
leadership in government, military conquest, and innovation in 
philosophy. As government and military were closed to her by law, 
she took up natural philosophy. In her Description of a New World she 
wrote: 


Though I cannot be Henry the Fifth, or Charles the Second, yet I 
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endeavour to be Margaret the First; and although I have neither 
power, time nor occasion to conquer the world as Alexander and 
Caesar did; yet rather then [sic] not to be Mistress of one, since 
Fortune and the Fates would give me none, I have made a World of 
my own. 27 

This was not, in her view, such a poor alternative, given that men 
“hold Books as their Crowne ... by which they rule and goveme.” 28 
Cavendish hoped her books would bring her similar glories. She 
pleaded with Lady Fortune to 

place my Book in Fames high Tow’r, where every Word, like a 
Cymball, shall make a Tinkling Noise; and the whole Volume, like 
a Cannon Bullet, shall Eccho from Side to Side of Fames large 
Brasen Walls, and make so loud a Report, that all the World shall 
hear it. 29 

Margaret Cavendish based her claim to fame on the originality of her 
work. 30 Referring to her contemporaries, she wrote, 

I found so much difference betwixt their conceptions and my own 
in Natural Philosophy, that were it allowable or usual for our Sex, I 
might set up a sect or School for my self, without any prejudice to 
them; But I, being a woman, do fear they would soon cast me out of 
their Schools .... 31 

Unable to found her own “sect” of philosophy, Cavendish set forth to 
“argue with some famous and eminent writers,” ancient and modem, 
whose conceptions of nature did not conform to her own. 32 Though 
many of Cavendish’s views were original, many also reflected those 
of the Newcastle circle as transmitted through her husband, William, 
reflecting (especially) the views of Hobbes, who had tutored William 
in years past. 


HI. NATURAL PHILOSOPHY 

Margaret Cavendish set out her natural philosophy most clearly in 
three major works: her Philosophical Letters , Observations upon 
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Experimental Philosophy, and her Grounds of Natural Philosophy , 33 
Cavendish was a thoroughgoing materialist. 34 Yet, she did not 
contribute to what Carolyn Merchant has described as the “death of 
nature,” the process by which master mechanists of the scientific 
revolution came to think of nature as a system of dead, inert particles 
moved by external forces. 35 Central to her conception of nature is that 
matter is intelligent. For Cavendish, nature is composed of an infinite 
number of “intelligent” atoms, each with self-knowledge and self¬ 
propulsion. In her Observations on Experimental Philosophy , Caven¬ 
dish enumerated her views: 

1. Matter, Self-motion and Self-knowledge, are inseparable from 
each other, and make Nature, one Material, self-moving, self¬ 
knowing Body. 

2. Nature being Material, is dividable into parts; being infinite in 
quantity and bulk, her parts are infinite in number. 

3. No part can subsist singly ... precised from the rest; but they are 
all parts of one infinite body 

6. Nature is purely corporeal and material, spiritual beings... are 
no ways belonging to Nature. 36 

Cavendish denied that there is “any Creature or part of Nature 
without...Life and Soul.” 37 For Cavendish matter is not dead body, 
devoid of spirit; rather, corporeal nature is both subject and agent. 
Objecting to Hobbes’s distinction between intelligent subject and 
inanimate object, Cavendish stated that “all things, and therefore 
outward objects as well as sensitive organs, have both sense and 
reason.” 38 On similar grounds, she criticized Descartes’s radical 
distinction between mind and body. She insisted that a fundamental 
unity pervaded the world, that nature was composed of one self- 
moving, intelligent matter. 39 

Cavendish’s rejection of mind/body dualism led her into the atheist 
camp. For Cavendish, only matter exists. This matter being itself 
“intelligent,” there is no need for a first cause. “Self-moving matter, 
which is sensitive and rational,” she wrote, is “the only cause and 
principle of all natural effects.” 40 On this basis, she objected to 
Descartes’s notion of vortices set in motion by God. “I cannot,” she 
wrote, “well apprehend what Des Cartes means, by Matter being at 
first set a moving by a strong and lively action [God].” 41 Cavendish 
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banished God to the supernatural and relegated things spiritual to a 
sphere beyond experimental philosophy. Cavendish held that 

Nature has infinite ways of Motions, where of none is prime or 
principal, but self-motion, which is the producer of all the varities 
Nature has within herself. 42 

Much like the authors of the Royal Society, Cavendish too struck a 
compromise with established religion by separating philosophy from 
theology. In her 1663 Philosophical and Physical Opinions, she 
wrote: 

Thus, Noble Readers, you will find, that this present Work contains 
Pure Natural Philosophy, without any Mixture of Theology, ... this 
Work, as aforesaid, is onely natural Philosophy, which will neither 
Obstruct nor do Harm either to the Church or State, or to the 
Conscience of Life of Man .. .. 43 

In one of her earlier works, Cavendish had conceded that knowledge 
of God might be innate. Unlike Descartes, however, Cavendish made 
knowledge of God a part of both inanimate and animate matter. “All 
parts of Nature,” she wrote, “even the inanimate, have an innate and 
fixt self-knowledge, it is probable that they may also have an interior 
self-knowledge of the existency of the Eternal and Omnipotent God, 
as the Author of Nature.” 44 

Margaret Cavendish’s rejection of a sharp distinction between 
animate and inanimate nature led her to reject the Cartesian imperative 
that man through science should become “master and possessor” of 
nature. Such a view, Cavendish held, was impossible. “We have,” she 
insisted, “no power at all over natural causes and effects.” Man is 
merely one part of nature. 45 The whole (nature itself) can know the 
parts, but the parts (men) cannot know the whole. Consequently, since 
he is not above nature, man must be content with things as nature is 

... pleased to order them ... for man is but a small part ... his 
powers are but particular actions of Nature, and he cannot have a 
supreme and absolute power. 46 

Nor was Cavendish as quick as Descartes or Henry More to proclaim 
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man the “flower and chief of nature.” 47 Cavendish thought that man 
was in no position to judge such an issue, since he was himself author 
of the debate. Cavendish thus found man “partial” in this matter where 
other creatures were given no voice. She argued moreover that 
“Elemental Creatures” (that is, non humans) are as “excellent and 
Wise” as man: for what man, she asked, is as clever as a bee and able 
to build a honeycomb? The much-praised man she deemed not so 
useful to his fellow-creatures, as his fellow-creatures are to him, for 
men are not so profitable for use and more apt to make spoil. 48 

Within two years of her critique of the rationalists Hobbes and 
Descartes, Cavendish penned an equally sharp critique of the ex¬ 
perimentalists (though unnamed, most probably) Robert Boyle and 
Robert Hooke 49 A firm advocate of contemplative speculation, 
Cavendish judged reason more reliable than sense: “Neither ought 
Artists,” she wrote, “... prefer the Experimental part [of Philosophy] 
before [the contemplative] .... Reason must direct first how sense 
ought to work.” 50 Reason, in other words, ought to ground philosophy. 
Senses, too apt to be deluded, could not serve as a sure foundation for 
reason. If Cavendish judged the sensory organs unreliable, she judged 
the new telescopes and microscopes even more unreliable. The glass 
of these new scientific instruments she found too often cracked, 
concave, or convex and in danger of distorting the figure. In her view, 
glasses present a “hermaphroditical” view of things, “partly artificial, 
partly natural so that a Lowse appears like a Lobster.” 51 More impor¬ 
tant, these impure images go no further than reason in providing true 
knowledge - what she called “the interior natural motions of any part 
or creature of Nature.” 52 Cavendish also criticized experimental 
philosophy for being impractical: “The inspection of a Bee, through a 
Microscope, will bring ... no more honey.” 53 

Cavendish argued eloquently for the vitality of matter and the 
dignity of animals; and, within contemporary discourse, these views 
were consistent with her anti-Cartesianism. Yet, it is unclear why she 
held one set of views over another. Never in her writings did Caven¬ 
dish draw out political or social consequences from her philosophical 
positions. It may be that isolated in her chamber, as she was, she did 
not see the connection between one set of views and another. 

Cavendish’s bold attack on rationalist and empiricist, ancient and 
modem, was sharply censured by Joseph Glanvill, one of the leading 
figures in the Royal Society. In explicit reference to her work, Glanvill 
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warned that “he is a bold Man, who dares to attack the Physics of 
Aristotle himself, or of Democritus ... or Descartes, or Mr. Hobbs.” 54 
The Duchess of Newcastle did not take criticism lying down. She 
made clear that her want of learning - for which she repeatedly 
apologized - was not peculiar to her but was a liability of her sex. 
“[That] I am not versed in [learning], no body, I hope, will blame me 
for it, since it is sufficiently known, that our Sex is not bred up to it, as 
being not suffer’d to be instructed in Schools and Universities.” 55 She 
also recognized some criticism for what it was - pure prejudice: “I as 
a Woman, cannot be exempted from the malice and aspersions of 
spiteful tongues, which they cast upon my poor Writings, some 
denying me to be the true Authress of them; for ... those Books I put 
out first, to the judgment of this censorious Age, were accounted not 
to be written by a Woman. ...” 56 Though Cavendish reported 
“censorious” criticisms of her work, we do not know the source of that 
criticism or how it was communicated to her. In fact, her work 
suffered the worst censor of all - neglect. Unlike the work of the 
entomologist Maria Merian or the philosopher-physicist Emilie du 
Chatelet, Cavendish’s work was not reviewed in major European 
journals. 


IV. FEMINISM 

The Duchess of Newcastle was greatly frustrated by the limitations 
placed upon her because of her sex. And, indeed, she had a great deal 
to say about women - not all of it favorable. In many ways, Caven¬ 
dish’s life stood at odds with her writings. Though her actions were 
bold, her views of women were often conventional. 

It is important to look in some detail at Cavendish’s writings on 
women because her treatment highlights structural problems in the 
treatment of the woman question that persist to this day. The first 
thing to note is that Cavendish’s remarks on women appeared in 
prefaces to her works and in letters; she did not integrate women’s 
issues into mainstream philosophical discourse. More important, as we 
will see below, Cavendish did not plant her proto-feminist views in 
new philosophical ground. Though Cavendish prided herself on the 
uniqueness of her philosophy, she did not ground the “woman ques¬ 
tion” in the new philosophy. In this Cavendish followed the example 
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of the men she criticized - Descartes, Hobbes, Hooke, and Boyle. Like 
other philosophers of her day, Cavendish did not meet the woman 
question head on: women and their distinctive concerns were relegated 
to the sidelines of official philosophy. 

In her early work, Cavendish uncritically accepted the long¬ 
standing pronouncements of the ancients on women. Along with 
Aristotle, she judged the masculine spirit superior to the feminine. “It 
is not,” she wrote, “so great a Fault in Nature for a Woman to be 
masculine, as for a Man to be Effeminate: for it is a Defect in Nature 
to decline, as to see Men like Women, but to see a Masculine Woman, 
is but onely as if Nature had mistook, and had placed a Mans Spirit in 
a Womans Body.” 57 Cavendish also accepted the ancient doctrine of 
humors which judged women inherently inferior to men: “It cannot be 
expected I should write so wisely or wittily as Men, being of the 
Effeminate Sex, whose Brains Nature hath mix’d with the coldest and 
softest Elements.” The “softness” of the female brain (not, surpris¬ 
ingly, women’s lack of education) explained, for Cavendish, women’s 
poor showing in philosophy: 

This [the softness of the female brain] is the Reason why we are not 
Mathematicians; Arithmeticians, Logicians, Geometricians, Cosmo- 
graphers, and the like; This is the Reason we are not Witty Poets, 
Eloquent Orators, Subtill Schoolmen, Subtracting Chimists, Rare 
Musicians, [and the like]. ... What Woman was ever so wise as 
Solomon, or Aristotle ... so Eloquent as Tully? so demonstrative as 
Euclid? It was not a Woman that found out the Card, the Needle, 
and the use of the Loadstone, it was not a Woman that invented 
Perspective-Glasses to pierce into the Moon; it was not a Woman 
that found out the invention of writing Letters, and the Art of 
Printing; it was not a Woman that found out the invention of 
Gunpowder, and the art of Gunns... or what ever did we do but like 
Apes, by Imitation? 58 

Like so many of her day, Cavendish judged this supposed inferiority 
in women’s physical and intellectual character consistent with their 
social disenfranchisement: 

But to speak truth. Men have great Reason not let us in to their 
Governments, for there is great difference betwixt the Masculine 
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Brain and the Feminine, the Masculine Strength and the Feminine; 
For could we choose out of the World two of the ablest Brain and 
strongest Body of each Sex, there would be great difference in the 
Understanding and Strength; for Nature hath made Mans Body 
more able to endure Labour, and Mans Brain more clear to under¬ 
stand and contrive than Womans; and as great a difference there is 
between them, as there is between the longest and strongest 
Willow, compared to the strongest and largest Oak ,... 59 

Cavendish never contradicted her view that the “wisest woman [is] not 
so wise as the wisest of Men.” Yet she left a caveat to explain her own 
achievement. “Some women,” she wrote, “are wiser than some men.” 
In her view, women of the educated classes were superior in learning 
to “Rustick and Rude-bred men.” 60 

Cavendish never renounced these views borrowed, for the most 
part, from the ancients. In her “Femal Oration” (1662), however, 
Cavendish seemed less certain about them. Her “Oration” is composed 
of five voices, each presenting a different view of women’s character 
and social condition. The first voice represents the strongest opponent 
of the “Tyrannical Government” of men. Though Cavendish energeti¬ 
cally recorded this view, it was never her own. 

Ladies, Gentlewomen, and other Inferiours, but not less Worthy, I 
have been Industrious to Assemble you together, and wish I were 
so Fortunate, as to persuade you to make a Frequentation, Associa¬ 
tion, and Combination amongst our Sex, that we may Unite in 
Prudent Counsels, to make our Selves as Free, Happy, and Famous 
as Men.... Men are so Unconscionable and Cruel against us, as 
they Indeavor to Barr us of all Sorts or Kinds of Liberty, as not to 
Suffer us Freely to Associate amongst our Sex, but would fain Bury 
us in their Houses or Beds, as in a Grave; the truth is, we Live like 
Bats or Owls, Labour like Beasts, and Dye like Worms. 61 

A second voice counters with the argument that nature, and not men, 
has made women inferior: 

But we have more Reason to Murmur against Nature than against 
Men, who hath made Men more Ingenious, Witty, and Wise than 
Women, more Strong, Industrious, and Laborious than Women. 62 
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Voice number three - perhaps Cavendish’s own - pleads for a 
nurturing of women’s bodies and minds in order to develop within 
them a “masculine” strength: 

For Strength is Increased by Exercise, Wit is Lost for want of 
Conversation... let us Hawk, Hunt, Race, and do like Exercises as 
Men have, and let us Converse in Camps, Courts, and Cities, in 
Schools, Colleges, and Courts of Judicature, in Taverns, Brothels 
[!], and Gaming Houses, all which will make our Strength and Wit 
known, both to Men, and to our own Selves, for we are as Ignorant 
of our Selves, as Men are of us .... Wherefore, my Advice is, we 
should Imitate Men, so will our Bodies and Minds appear more 
Masculine, and our Power will Increase by our Actions. 63 

Yet another voice (perhaps an undecided Cavendish) warns that 
nurture cannot contradict nature . To educate women and to extend to 
them “liberties of conversation” would be like grafting peach branches 
onto an apple tree that might then bear the wrong fruit. 64 To contradict 
nature’s will, in other words, is dangerous. A feminine manner 
becomes a female body; to attach masculine virtues to a feminine 
body would be unnatural and unwise: 

The former Oration was to Persuade us to Change the Custom of 
our Sex, which is a Strange and Unwise Persuasion, since we 
cannot make our selves Men; and to have Femal Bodies, and yet to 
Act Masculine Parts, will be very Preposterous and Unnatural; In 
truth, we shall make our Selves like as the Defects of Nature, as to 
be Hermaphroditical, as neither to be Perfect Women nor Perfect 
Men, but Corrupt and Imperfect Creatures; Wherefore, let me 
Persuade you, since we cannot Alter the Nature of our Persons, not 
to Alter the Course of our Lives, but to Rule our Lives and Be¬ 
haviours, as to be Acceptable to God and Men, which is to be 
Modest, Chast, Temperate, Humble, Patient, and Pious: also to be 
Huswifely, Cleanly, and of few Words .. ,. 65 

Above all, this fourth speaker warns women against becoming 
“hermaphroditical,” corrupt and imperfect. The hermaphrodite - the 
“womanish man” or “manly woman” - provoked uneasy feelings in 
the Europe of her day, and Cavendish used the term degradingly to 
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refer to anything of a mixed nature - as, for example, impure alloys of 
tin or brass. If metals were to be censured for ambiguous identity 
(being, as she pointed out, half natural and half artificial), how much 
more serious was the charge of ambiguous sexual identity. The 
speaker in this oration (like Cavendish herself) admonishes women to 
follow their own nature and remain properly “feminine,” “huswifely,” 
“cleanly,” and “of few words.” 

A fifth and final voice closed the Oration with the familiar neo- 
Platonic view that women are different from, and indeed superior to, 
men: 

Why should we Desire to be Masculine, since our Own Sex and 
Condition is far the Better? for if Men have more Courage, they 
have more Danger; and if Men have more Strength, they have more 
Labour...; if Men are more Eloquent in Speech, Women are more 
Harmonious in Voice; if Men be more Active, Women are more 
Gracefull... Wherefore, Women have no Reason to Complain 
against Nature, or the God of Nature .. , 66 

In this “Femal Oration” Cavendish left unresolved the source of 
women’s subordination - tyrannical men, nature, or nurture. She also 
left unresolved the relative value of masculinity and femininity. Are 
the strengths and liberties of masculinity the preferred traits, and thus 
to be cultivated in women as well as in men? Or, are the sexes to 
strike a bargain, wherein each perfects its own virtues? Or, alterna¬ 
tively, are the beauty and grace of femininity, in fact, culturally 
superior qualities? As Cavendish later remarked, she spoke freely in 
these orations - pro and con - but did not take sides. 67 

After these orations only occasional remarks on women appeared in 
prefaces to Cavendish’s works and in her letters. She abandoned the 
woman question in her major philosophical works. Though her actions 
remained bold, she failed to set old questions concerning women on 
new philosophical foundations. Rather, as Cavendish read deeper into 
the philosophy of Hobbes and Descartes, she increasingly spoke only 
of generic “man.” 68 

Was there potential (however unfulfilled) within Cavendish’s 
philosophy of nature for a liberal posture toward women? In her later 
works, consistency alone demanded that Cavendish abandon her 
earliest notions that feminine weakness - the small arms and tender 
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feet, the soft and moist brain - adequately explained women’s subor¬ 
dination, for in these works there is no possibility of stronger or 
weaker minds: rational matter is homogeneous. Rational matter, being 
all of the same quality, can have no differences in strength. Cavendish 
portrayed a kind of democracy among the infinite bits of matter. 
Harmony in nature required that each bit of matter follow its own 
inner logos. If the strong dominated the weak, the methodical and 
regular workings of the weaker parts would be violated and there 
would be no harmony. Nature’s laws would be violated. 69 Though her 
views on matter might conceivably have been extrapolated to human 
relations, Cavendish left that potential unfulfilled. A staunch royalist, 
the good duchess was uncomfortable with any changes which 
threatened ancient privilege. 70 Though philosophically a modem, she 
frowned upon those whom she considered “unconscionable Men in 
Civil Wars,” who endeavor “to pull down the hereditary Mansions of 
Noble-men and Gentlemen to build a Cottage of their own; for so do 
they pull down the learning of Ancient Authors, to render themselves 
famous in composing Books of their own.” 71 Cavendish followed the 
modems who advocated the use of the vernacular over Latin, and 
philosophy which made “hard things easy so that they might be 
understood by all.” 72 Yet the Duchess of Newcastle did not advocate 
changes which might have threatened the privilege she herself enjoyed 
over men of lower rank. 

Cavendish’s hesitant approach to the woman question was never 
consistent with her own ambitions. She had refused from her earliest 
years to follow a traditionally female path. In her youth, she took up 
the pen and not the needle. In her maturity, she took up philosophy 
and not housewifery. “I cannot for my Life be so good a Huswife, as 
to quit Writing ... the truth is, I have somewhat Err’d from good 
Huswifry, to write nature’s Philosophy.” 73 


V. CONCLUSIONS 

Margaret Cavendish attempted to launch herself into mainstream 
philosophical debates. Through her station she achieved limited access 
to a European network of learned men. Yet convention was against 
her, and for her efforts she was dubbed “Mad Madge” by her contem¬ 
poraries Samuel Pepys and Mrs. Evelyn. She was not, however, mad, 
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but immodest. Every part of her project - her voluminous publication, 
her visit to the Royal Society, her autobiography, her criticism of 
“learned men” - overstepped the bounds of convention. Rather than 
apologizing for finding fault with Descartes’s philosophy (as did 
Elisabeth, Princess of Bohemia), Cavendish relished her attack. 
Nevertheless, there were times she was forced to bow to convention. 
In 1656, she published the first autobiography of an English woman as 
part of her Natures Pictures . When Natures Pictures was republished 
fifteen years later, the autobiography had been removed. 74 

How are we to explain Cavendish’s departure from the English 
custom of quiet, pious feminine deportment? Cavendish never 
revealed the source of her feminism. She was unaware of her intellec¬ 
tual predecessors - women such as Christine de Pisan or Anna van 
Schurman. Nor did Cavendish search for feminist forebears: “I have 
not read much in History to inform me of the past Ages, ... for I fear I 
should meet with such of my Sex, that have out done all the glory I 
can aime at ...” 75 The upheaval of the Civil War, and the short-lived 
toleration of public voices for women may have influenced Cavendish 
in her youth. Perhaps during her years of exile she took in the feminist 
air of the Continent. The Restoration, in any case, along with the 
return of the duke and duchess to England in 1600, served to silence 
her philosophical voice. Two years after her critique of experimental 
philosophy and shortly after her visit to the Royal Society in 1667, 
Margaret Cavendish published a more modest edition of Grounds of 
Natural Philosophy (taking back many of her earlier claims) as her 
last philosophical work. She died soon thereafter and was buried in 
Westminster Abbey, where she still lies today. 
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2. Kristina Wasa, Queen of Sweden 
SUSANNA AKERMAN 


The irreligious skepticism of Kristina of Sweden (1626-1689) is one 
of the most interesting forces behind her abdication in 1654. Her 
doubts, during her transition from Lutheranism to Catholicism, were 
provisionally resolved by a naturalistic religion with materialistic 
implications. Instead of behaving outwardly like others while thinking 
like a skeptic, Kristina explicitly defied traditional expectations of 
royal manners and language. She seemed to have abandoned her 
duties by renouncing God’s pact with her as an anointed ruler. 
Through her public actions, Kristina became a symbol of atheism, 
lesbianism, and other unorthodox, clandestine opinions. Her 
philosophical skepticism is reflected not only in her actions, but 
particularly in her religious beliefs as well as in her social, political, 
and moral philosophy. 


I. BIOGRAPHY 

Kristina was bom in 1626. By 1632, with the death of her father, 
Gustavus Adolphus (Gustav II, “The Lion of the North and the 
Bulwark of Protestantism”), Kristina Wasa inherited the leadership of 
an aspiring and warring nation. Early in her reign, her country tri¬ 
umphed: with the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, the devastating Thirty 
Years religious war ended. It is important to understand the early 
years in imperial Sweden in order to understand Kristina’s personality. 
A year after the death of Gustavus Adolphus Kristina was separated 
from her allegedly insane mother, Maria Eleanore. Kristina recalls that 
she had a peculiar “respect” for her mother. But she confesses a 
“deadly aversion” towards the “pack of dwarfs” that always sur- 
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rounded her neurotic mother. Kristina soon developed a contempt for 
her dolls and other feminine things. She often feared that her mother 
would interfere with her studies. 

Thus I was relieved when my study hours called me to my rooms 

... I dashed to them engulfed by an immense joy and often came 

much too early. I studied six hours in the morning and six hours in 

the evening. 1 

As a young ruler Kristina was aware of the threat to her power. Like 
her father, she endorsed an absolutist theory of monarchy. The 
Oxenstiem faction of higher nobility had introduced a provisional 
constitution, the regeringsform of 1634, forming a mixed government 
that intervened with her sovereign rights. However, during the ten 
years of her rule, Kristina skillfully manoeuvred the factions of the 
council of state, using tensions between the aristocracy, the peasant, 
and the bourgeois classes to drive her positions through. Refusing to 
marry, she decided that her cousin, Charles Gustavus (Charles X), was 
to become crown heir. 

Kristina’s academic interests absorbed most of her free time. Her 
fervor for learned discussions made her gradually less responsible as a 
ruler. She spent enormous sums on manuscripts, scholars, art, plays, 
and other intellectual pursuits. At the same time, she began to develop 
definite neurotic symptoms. Her first thoughts of abdication began to 
take form. In a long series of state councils she arranged for her own 
financial support following her abdication. 2 After her nervous break¬ 
down in 1652, Kristina’s interests weakened. Indeed, some scholars, 
such as Pierre-Daniel Huet, who worked on a translation of Origen, 
began thinking that Kristina had lost all interest in learning. One day, 
the library, normally in the care of Mazarin’s former librarian Gabriel 
Naude, was turned upside-down in Kristina’s frenzy to turn the room 
into a ballroom. However, sessions were held weekly and scholars 
were able to continue with their work. 3 On June 16, 1654, Kristina 
decided to abdicate, to leave Sweden, and to seek a new, more 
satisfying life. “And it is,” she says at age twenty-seven, “somewhat 
out of self-love, to please my own fancy, that I design my private 
retirement.” 4 Scandalizing everyone, she traveled throughout Europe. 
Wearing men’s clothes and with her hair cut short, she settled for 
almost a year in Brussels. In Innsbruck in 1655, Kristina publicly 
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converted to Catholicism. In 1521 Gustavus I had made Sweden 
Lutheran and the throne hereditary. Kristina Wasa abandoned both. 

Kristina knew seven languages. She used French and Italian in her 
correspondence, read Latin and Greek, and had an elementary 
knowledge of Hebrew and Arabic. She read medical works and began 
conducting chemical experiments in Fontainebleau in 1657. 5 Well 
aware of her value as a political instrument for the Papal League, and 
steeped in ideas of her own greatness, she tried to position herself 
advantageously for a general peace in Europe. She took the name 
Kristine Alexandre after her hero. Always insisting on her royal title, 
but without her throne, she became obsessed with the idea of absolute 
sovereignty as an expression of divine will. Although doubtful of the 
nature of the divine, she emulated the role it seemingly sanctioned. In 
1657 at Fontainebleau she ordered the execution of her servant 
Marquise Monaldesco. Her responsibility for this murder made her 
infamous. She quickly found that political intrigue and worldly power 
were as influential abroad as they had been at home. Pressed for 
money, Kristina became involved in European politics. Using her 
close contact with Jewish bankers, she aspired to become the ruler of 
Naples in 1657. Unwelcomed, she visited her Swedish estate in 1660 
and tried to win the Electoral throne of Poland in 1668. 6 

Simultaneously pursuing knowledge and power, Kristina visited 
Hamburg in 1660. She became interested in the theory of the 
philosopher’s stone which the alchemist Borri claimed to have 
discovered. She also studied astronomy with Lubenitz in 1666. When 
Kristina returned to Rome in 1668 she set up an observatory in her 
palace with two permanent astronomers and a distillarium (chemistry 
laboratory). 7 Gradually losing her political clout, she turned to the 
internal politics of Rome: papal elections and cultural projects. She 
published a letter on tolerance of the French Huguenots in Pierre 
Bayle’s Nouvelles de la Republique des Lettres 8 and wrote a manifesto 
defense of the Jews in Rome’s ghetto. 9 She became a patron of the arts 
and held academies in her Rome palazzo . Thus she continued to make 
a practical contribution to learning. Her Academia degli Arcadia 
continued after her death. Her Academia Reale of 1674 included such 
collaborators as the physiologist Giovanni Borelli and the astronomer- 
mathematician Cassini. She also held discussions with Palompari 
(who had a laboratory with the atmospheric scientist Borricelli), with 
the anatomist Marcello Malpighi, and with other Italian scientists. 10 
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Another facet of her Academy was her interest in theatre and music. 
She contributed to the building of a theatre which presented plays until 
the death of the liberal Pope Clement X, in 1676. Kristina held 
musical events, had a vast collection of nude paintings, and supported 
young musicians, including Corelli and Scarlatti. 11 

At the very end of her life, Kristina turned to Catholic mysticism, 
trying through quietism to reconcile a daring youth with the demands 
of a lonely old age. She died in 1689. In violation of her Last Will and 
Testament, for propagandist purposes she was given a solemn funeral 
procession through the Vatican to her crypt in the Dome of Peter. 
Kristina had gained a double-edged reputation: as a bizarre and 
ruthless intriguer in power politics and as a patron of Baroque art 
music, theatre, unorthodox opinions, science, and philosophy. Her 
contemporaries found her androgynous character strange and suspi¬ 
cious. Ironically, she may have understood this. In her autobiography 
she confesses that she has three regrets: 

I have all too much despised the good manners that belong to my 
sex, which often make me appear as more faulting than I really am 
... and I laugh all too often and all too loud and I walk too fast... a 
consequence of my impulsive nature. 12 

The literature on Kristina is vast. The 1751 collection of letters and 
other materials published by Arckenholz contains hundreds of items. 
Kristina has been studied from the perspectives of history, biography, 
theology, the arts, and letters. Poets have sung her praise in 
panegyrics, verse, and dramatic plays. Stories about Kristina’s defiant 
comments abound, and medical studies have psychoanalyzed her. In 
what follows, I shall discuss Kristina Wasa, Queen of Sweden, as a 
philosopher. 

H. PHILOSOPHY 

Of the manuscripts in Kristina’s own hand (and more legibly in the 
final secretarial drafts) the most important are her collections of 
maxims and the never-completed autobiography. The maxims, which 
probably were begun in letter form circa 1670, were ultimately 
collected in two sets: Les Sentiments Heroiques and L’Ouvrage de 
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Loisir: Les Sentiments Raisonnables. Together they contain ap¬ 
proximately 1300 entries which are carefully worked out in numerous 
earlier versions. In the spirit of Machiavelli, they speak of the Princly 
heroic virtue, honor, and passions. Kristina’s autobiography is a study 
of spiritual change, as well as a confession and a self-serving attempt 
to salvage her early reputation. Some minor works are also of interest, 
including her biography of Alexander the Great, her reflections on the 
virtues and vices of Caesar, an homage to Cyrus the Great, and some 
lyrical verses on love and fate in the style of Petrarch. Kristina made 
sketches of laboratory equipment and planned a larger work: Paradossi 
Chimici. 

1. Traditional Assessments of Kristina’s Views 

Kristina’s skeptical doubts and her practical involvement with 
philosophy and science are of greatest interest. There have been few 
attempts to understand the content of her thought or the intellectual 
climate in which she lived. Even the scholarship of such giants as 
Ernst Cassirer, 13 Rene Pintard, 14 Leopold von Ranke, 15 and Sven 
Stolpe 16 have not given sufficiently detailed accounts of Kristina’s 
words and actions to make her life choices understandable. In general, 
scholars have toned down the popular contemporary image of Kris¬ 
tina. However, a great deal of controversy remains on how to charac¬ 
terize her. Cassirer, who describes Kristina’s relation to Descartes and 
neostoicism, can be criticized for giving too disinterested an interpreta¬ 
tion. (Cassirer also conjectures that Descartes’ dialogue The Search 
After Truth by the Light of Nature was written in Stockholm as a 
pedagogical text for Kristina.) Unaware of the historical facts, he 
overestimates the internal consistency of her conversion. 17 Pintard 
treats Kristina as an example of the libertine age, without pursuing 
Kristina’s own reasons for her behavior. The valuable Vatican 
accounts of the conversion were located by von Ranke, whose attempt 
to show how the Jesuits caused her conversion underestimates the 
effect of Kristina’s skepticism. Stolpe offers the most comprehen¬ 
sively researched biography, but he interprets Kristina through French 
and Italian humanism, bypassing material explaining her interests in 
the connection between science and religion. In reading the 
confession-like autobiography, the maxims, and other late material, 
Stolpe sees a gradual transition from stoicism to quietist mysticism. 
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He treats Kristina’s skepticism as transitory, just as her autobiography 
reinterprets her life to fit Christian ideals. 18 We know that Kristina 
seriously searched for a satisfactory religion, but we also know that 
her beliefs embraced so many anomalous elements that the word 
“catholic” was hardly descriptive. 

If one instead takes as one’s reference point not the last few years 
of Kristina’s life but the early period in which she was an independent 
and searching individual, our picture of her alters. Kristina becomes 
not the saintly figure of her confessions but the free-thinking, 
autonomous individual who worked for peace, tolerance, and non¬ 
interference with Jews; who promoted academies; and who embraced 
skepticism. The young, daring, and newly abdicated Kristina needs to 
be evaluated and understood. By reexamining the events from 1648 to 
1668, we see the emergence of her philosophical skepticism and the 
profound effect it had on her religious beliefs and on her social, 
political, and moral philosophy, as different aspects of her thought 
were reflected by her actions. Kristina’s skepticism played a decisive 
role during the twenty-year period (1648-1668) preceding the Polish 
election. To understand how her skepticism affected her life, it is 
necessary first to consider the years preceding her abdication. 

2. Kristina's Philosophical Development 

Kristina’s early introduction to philosophy came through Matthiae and 
Oxenstiema. Through them she gained an early exposure to classical 
philosophy and, particularly, to stoicism. Kristina was raised as any 
other prince would have been, learning to ride, fence, and hunt. At age 
seven her formal education began under the supervision of Johannes 
Matthiae, who in 1643 became Bishop of Strangnas and was himself 
trained in the educational system of Johann Amos Comenius. Matthiae 
with his strong unionist tendencies is responsible for Kristina’s 
tolerant and critical perspective on religion. Matthiae was a controver¬ 
sial priest who was very concerned with proliferating the pursuit of 
universal knowledge as a way to prepare for the anticipated end of the 
world. Comenius’ followers had been favored by Gustavus Adolphus, 
and Matthiae was therefore in a strong position to present new ideas. 
His 1644 work, Idea boni in Ecclesia Christi , argues for the ecclesiasti¬ 
cal constitution of the Bohemian brethren and attempts to reconcile 
Lutheranism and Calvinism. The book was widely criticized by clergy 
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and council; in 1647 he retracted it. Asked not to defend the book, 
Kristina said that it did not need her defense; it defended itself. 19 

Axel Oxenstiema, who led Sweden during Kristina’s minority, 
taught her the art of politics and warfare. They read Justus Lipsius’ 
Politica , a set of quotations from the Stoics which was arranged by 
subject heading. They discussed possible interpretations of historical 
events in Tacitus. Kristina had the works of Epictetus and Seneca on 
her desk and also studied William Camden’s history of the reign of 
Queen Elizabeth. 20 Like many others of her time, Kristina championed 
neostoic ideals of individual autonomy. “Sometimes,” writes the 
French Ambassador Chanut, “... she likes to talk like the stoics of the 
preeminence of virtue, which is our sovereign good in life. She is 
marvelously strong on this theme, and when she speaks on it with 
those she knows well, and dwells on what should be the true value of 
human things, it is a pleasure to see her place her crown beneath her 
feet and proclaim that virtue is the only good, to which all should be 
firmly attached without consideration of their circumstances.” 21 

Raised as a prince, and refusing to marry, Kristina developed into a 
literati , financing publications and attracting scholars to her court. She 
corresponded with Rene Descartes and with Hugo Grotius. Both 
traveled to see her and both died of pneumonia as a consequence. She 
also corresponded with Pierre Gassendi, whose Epicureanism she 
admired, and with Blaise Pascal, who sent her his computing machine. 
In Stockholm, Dutch neostoics and French linguists and so-called 
libertines formed a Wednesday Academy to divert themselves and the 
Queen. The word spread: “Kristina has seen all, has read all; she 
knows all and she gives judicious judgments on it all.” 22 

Isaac Vossius came to Stockholm in 1648 to organize the fine war 
booty from Prague into one of Europe’s most comprehensive libraries. 
At that time, there were few foreign scholars at court. Swedish 
theological linguists such as Johannes Bureus, Arnold Messenius, and 
Georg Stiemhielm were setting the stage for Swedish imperialism by 
exploring the hidden Gothic past. The quest of Gustavus Adolphus 
had many times been assumed to be analogous to the prophecy of the 
Lion of the North in Isiah 41:25, Jeremiah 50:9, Daniel 11:5, and 
Ezekiel 38:15 and 39:2. Sweden was at the end of the earth and, 
although but a minor European power, it had a mission to fulfill 
through its purifying wars. 23 It is this atmosphere that led Kristina to 
doubt that religion was anything but a political invention. Her contacts 
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with foreign ambassadors led Kristina to appreciate Continental ideas, 
and as a result Kristina invited scholars to her court. The new ideas 
they brought gradually led Kristina to abandon Swedish imperial 
intentions and to seek new ideas to inform her role as ruler. By 1648, 
when the first foreign scholars entered her court, Kristina had already 
developed a thorough grounding in state government and a firm grasp 
of classical history and philosophy. Still, she apparently was not 
content with being a Protestant prince. Between 1648 and 1653 she 
gathered a circle of the most important Netherlands scholars around 
her: Nicholas Heinsius, Isaac Vossius, Claudius Salmasius, and 
Johannes Scheffer. They were all influenced by the neo-stoicism 
professed at the University of Leiden by Justus Lipsius. The German 
proponents of neo-stoic politics, Johannes Freinshemsius and Heinrich 
Boeder, and the orientalist grammarians Samuel Bochart and Chris¬ 
tian Ravius also contributed to making Stockholm a center of classical 
learning. 24 

3. Kristina and Descartes 

Kristina was a philosopher in her own right, as evidenced by her 
extensive study of classical and contemporary philosophy and by her 
attempts to live her life consistently with her political, social, and 
moral ideas. Yet, her fame in philosophical circles is mistakenly 
attributed to her relationship with Descartes. She invited Rene 
Descartes to Stockholm in 1650 where, after only four months, he 
contracted pneumonia and died. Kristina has been depicted as an 
exacting and ruthless student, and she is blamed for requiring Des¬ 
cartes to arrive at five o’clock in the morning to instruct her in his 
principles. Descartes is to be pitied as he always otherwise slept until 
eleven o’clock and could not tolerate the early morning cold. 25 

Kristina was at the time of Descartes’ arrival deeply involved in 
Greek studies with several of Europe’s leading philologists. One of 
them, Isaac Vossius, reports that Kristina thought she already had read 
Descartes’ main doctrines in the works of Sextus Empiricus and 
Plato. 26 That she understood Descartes’ mechanistic physics is not to 
be doubted. In the talks with the Jesuits she showed interest in 
Galileo’s ideas on mathematical hypotheses, and she was generally 
reported to have a sharp and gifted mind 27 Pierre-Daniel Huet 
remarked that of the three most learned women of the time, Kristina, 
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Madeleine de Scudery, and Anna Maria van Schurman, the Queen had 
the sharpest intellect. 28 In the Maxims Kristina states that the question¬ 
ing philosophical attitudes of Aristippus, Diogenes, and Socrates are 
worth admiring. 29 It is probable that she was a more discursive 
intellect who preferred analyzing the practical applications of 
philosophy to its purely technical, academic exercise. Her attitude is 
best illustrated in her maxim “One must know the world morally, not 
only physically or mathematically.” 30 Already in 1646, the French 
Ambassador Chanut began to correspond with Descartes, transmitting 
Kristina’s questions. She wanted to know what was worse: the ill use 
of love or hate? Chanut hastened to add that “the term ‘love’ was used 
in the sense of the philosophers, not as it so frequently rings in the ears 
of girls, and the question was general.” 31 Descartes reinterpreted the 
question into three parts and gave it a Catholic tinge in directing the 
question of love to the theological issue of the relationship between 
body and mind. 32 Descartes answered the problems: (1) what love is; 
(2) whether intuition teaches us to love God; (3) which is worse, 
disordered and misused love, or hate? He displayed his particular 
version of dualistic mechanism, declaring that although love as a 
passion is a movement of the nerves, intellectual love occurs when the 
soul perceives some good to which it willingly decides to join itself. 
The question of loving God is difficult since the attributes of God are 
so far beyond our ability to imagine them that we must instead see him 
as a thinking being. Although we cannot imagine God, we bear some 
faint resemblance to the infinite power of God and can thereby 
understand our love for him. We can perceive our love for him and 
our wish to join him, and we may consider ourselves as a small part of 
his immense creation. Descartes concludes that love can be put to 
more misuse if it is disordered, because it blinds us more than does 
hate. 

Through Chanut, Kristina answers that she is unable to judge the 
problem of love as she never has felt any such emotion. Dismissing 
the greater part of Descartes’ eight-page letter, she instead challenges 
him with the argument that his ideas of an infinite God and creation 
conflict with Christian doctrine: 

... if one once admits the world infinite in its matter and substance, 

then so much the more must one also believe it infinite in all its 

parts, and thus the history of Creation, stated very clearly in the 
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Holy Scripture, would not retain its manifest authority; and at the 
other term of duration, the end of the world, it is likewise difficult 
to conceive it in a large infinity of a production without limits. 33 

A Christian follows the Scripture and as 

... we conceive the world as but a small work of an immense power 
which is not entirely depleted, we see the obstacle to its having a 
beginning and an end. 34 

Kristina further thought that in an infinite universe, man cannot be the 
end of creation, the one for which all other things have been made 

... if we conceive the world in that vast extension you give it, it is 
impossible that man conserve himself therein in this honorable 
rank, on the contrary, he shall consider himself along with the 
entire earth he inhabits as in but a small, tiny and in no proportion 
to the enormous size of the rest. He will very likely judge that these 
stars have inhabitants, or even that the earths surrounding them are 
all filled with creatures more intelligent and better than he, cer¬ 
tainly, he will lose the opinion that this infinite extent of the world 
is made for him or can serve him in any way. 35 

The continued discussion reveals the characters of the correspondents. 
Kristina was troubled and sought an answer to her far-reaching 
questions. Descartes tried to reconcile and tone down the conflict with 
Scripture and doctrine. They moved on to the question of the highest 
good, a question temporarily remedied by a stoic ethic consisting of a 
firm will to do well and the contentment which that produces. At this 
point, it appears that Chanut contributed more to the discussion than 
Kristina - maybe because he saw in Descartes a way for France to 
flatter the Queen. 

Four years later, Descartes decided to go to Stockholm. Perhaps 
Descartes was hoping to attract attention to his latest production, the 
mechanistic treatise on the Passions of the Soul. In the meantime, 
Kristina read his Principles of Philosophy and had her Greek tutor 
Freinshemsius help her. Descartes was very impressed by Kristina at 
first, but only had an audience with her a few times. Bitterly, he 
claimed that she seemed to be more interested in other scholars and 
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doubted that she would ever grant him time. He failed to gain access 
to the inner circles of the court, complaining that men’s minds seem to 
freeze in the winter. 36 Kristina ordered Descartes to compose a libretto 
to a ballet on the birth of peace, in honor of her role at the 1648 
negotiations in Osnabriick. But apparently she did not find Descartes 
himself terribly interesting. Instead, she devoted her time to politics 
and classical studies. Kristina later wrote that if he had attempted to do 
so Descartes could have extinguished the ideas of all others, and 
would have dethroned Aristotle to make himself the leader of 
philosophy. In 1667 Kristina claimed that her conversation with 
Descartes gave her her first insights into Catholicism. 37 Inventively, 
but on unstated grounds, Behn sees the Kristina/Descartes meeting as 
an outcome of Kristina’s dynamical mysticism. 38 But as we know, she 
was already entertaining other religious propositions. Kristina’s 
interest, shortly after Descartes’ death, in Pierre Gassendi and his 
Epicureanism may shed some light on her attitude at that time. That 
Gassendi was summoned but did not come to Stockholm may have 
been a great disappointment. Descartes’ draft of statutes for the 
Stockholm academy thus was not put into practice due to lack of a 
leading scholar. Those who came after 1650 tended to be quarrelsome 
and spurred by mutual envy. They came and stayed for a few years, 
but never intended to be a permanent part of the court. 

4. Religious Skepticism 

During the period of the abdication in June 1654, Kristina was 
considered to be very indifferent to her religion. Strange stories were 
passed around concerning her demeanor and her cynical remarks. She 
became a symbol of impiety. One observer, on June 26, 1654, said: 
“those who have had a very personal and very dear relationship unto 
her count her a very atheist.” 39 Kristina had doubts very early on, 
doubts that were enforced by her French libertine friends. But she also 
had doubts of her own. Her evaluation of her disbelief appears in her 
late confessional autobiography and also in her communications with 
the Jesuits Malines and Casati, beginning in 1651. But already, her 
early doubts about what she heard in her Lutheran environment and 
her questions to Descartes in 1647 on the possibility of a Christian 
creation in an infinite universe show that she was deeply troubled by 
Church dogma. 
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The first doubts that she recalled came when she was ten years old. 
Following her second hearing of a sermon on the fires of damnation, 
she asked her tutor whether this was not just a fictional story. She was 
harshly admonished not to ask such things. The Jesuit Casati wrote 
that Kristina’s doubts about Lutheranism made her inquire into all 
religions and to weigh the difficulties of each: “She thus employed 
about five years with a great perturberation of mind, because she 
could find no place where she could stop.” 40 Kristina’s well-known 
inner tension and hysterical frenzy coincided with her religious 
skepticism. “Estimating,” as Casati reports, “all things on merely 
human principles, she thought that many things might have been mere 
political inventions to the commoner order of minds.” 41 This insight 
led Kristina to turn the arguments of the religious sects against 
themselves. She was particularly impressed by Cicero’s claim in De 
Natura Deorum that all religions may be false but only one of them 
can be true. Kristina became convinced that it did not matter whether 
one followed a particular religion, as long as one did not act contrary 
to reason. She believed she had never done so, saying that she thought 
she had never done anything that could make her blush. On the other 
hand, she found ecclesiastical dogma to be repulsive to reason. She 
doubted the idea of Providence. She asked questions on the eternal 
salvation of the soul and admitted to the Jesuits that she had been, as 
Casati has it, “too profane in seeking to fathom the profoundest 
mysteries of the Godhead.” 42 

At the same time as Kristina was having secret discussions with 
Jesuits, she began acting increasingly non-conformist, making 
startling claims such that Moses among the Hebrews was like 
Mohammed among the Arabs. She even doubted that there was any 
difference between Good and Evil, apart from the utility of injurious 
character of actions. She claimed that she had no fear of God and she 
allegedly said that the fable of Christ was of great use to the Roman 
Church. In her view, the Incarnation doctrine was wholly unworthy of 
credence. 43 To reinforce her own skeptical doubts, Casati says, “she 
read every book treating on matters pertaining to this subject, she 
lighted upon many things of the ancients, and of the gentiles, and of 
the atheists.” Kristina sought out anti-religious views. She met with 
Isaac la Peyrere in Antwerp in 1654 and had his Prae-Adamitae 
financed for publication. Thus, she supported the most advanced 
Bible-criticism and was willing to question the authority of the 
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Scriptures. 44 In 1656, a year after her conversion, she obtained a 
banned manuscript of Jean Bodin’s Heptaplomeres , the colloquium of 
seven religions in which natural religion and Jewish law is contrasted 
with the many inexplicable Christian mysteries. She read Pierre 
Garasse’s La Doctrine Curieuse , which attacks the claims of the 
freethinkers and atheists, but in such a suspiciously feeble way as to 
place its sequel on the Inquisition’s Index. Kristina was rumored to 
have such outrageous skeptical religious views that no one doubted 
that her search for the book on Jesus, Moses, and Mohammed (Les 
Trois Imposteurs) was not serious. Her readings of such works 
continued even after her conversion to Catholicism, evidencing that 
the conversion did not mean a rejection of her religious skepticism. 45 

On the constructive side of her doubts, we find that coupled with 
acquiring an Iamblichus manuscript, she decided that the world-soul 
was the only admissible form of immortality. In October 1656, 
Kristina declared to an interested scholar that her religion was that of 
the philosophers. It was Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura that impressed 
her the most. 46 Lucretius presents a complete system of the universe 
as governed by immanent material forces. He also describes the 
psyche and its activities so as to sanction the popular form of 
Epicureanism that many of Kristina’s non-conformist entourage 
espoused, and which was professed at the University of Leiden as the 
“new” ancient discovery. 

Kristina’s doubts were never written down in systematic form, and 
many of her most interesting opinions are reported by others, recorded 
in correspondence and memorabilia. We can begin to see how her 
philosophical skepticism explains and supports her belief that she 
could stand above law, convention, and behavioral norms. In a society 
structured around the notion of God’s presence on earth, Kristina’s 
unconventionality was not inconsequential: it struck an irritable 
theological-political nerve. 

5. Philosophy and Linguistics 

Pursuing her interests in linguistics, Kristina had met with scholars 
Johannes Gronovius and Anna Maria van Schurman outside Utrecht in 
1654. In France in 1656 she held an academy where at least twenty- 
seven different problems on the nature of love were discussed. Her 
academy was a literary circle with interests in astronomy, cosmology, 
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and philosophy. This was an important activity in an era in which 
scholars had just begun to identify the many applications of classical 
science. The reading of texts and the study of nature were assumed to 
proceed in a uniform way. Textual analysis, with comparative 
methods for finding the principal parts of speech, was assumed to be 
similar both to the biochemical analysis upon which modem medicine 
depended and to the speculative analysis of the nature and origin of 
the universe. 

6. The Maxims 

Of Kristina’s written works, the maxims are the most difficult to 
interpret. In two collections dating from circa 1670, called Les 
Sentiments Heroiques and L’Ouvrage de Loisir (subtitled Les 
Sentiments Raisonnables ), 1300 entries are worked out. They 
represent Kristina’s views on her relations to God, to the passions, to 
virtue, to the heroes, to the Church as an institution, to women, and to 
her role as prince, among other subjects. None of this material was 
published in her lifetime, but a final secretarial draft called Les 
Sentiments is considered the most authoritative version. This version 
was not completed until the 1680’s and takes on a devout Christian 
cast. Still, there are many elements of classical stoic morality and 
biting comments in Kristina’s own style that seem not to fit her public 
appearance of piety. 

Anyone who reads the maxims must try to understand Kristina’s 
rhetorical dissimulation; this is necessary for reasons of discounting 
the influence of her later life on her representation of the earlier period 
and for striking a balance between her real influence and her professed 
beliefs. Pierre Bayle calls Kristina’s maxims “as beautiful as those of 
M. La Rochefoucauld.” 47 Monica Zetterwall notes that there is a 
certain comparison to be made with the 1665 maxims of that master of 
psychological unmasking, la Rochefoucauld. 48 Although the maxims 
contain a similar play of cynicism and disclosure of human bigotry, 
Kristina differs from la Rochefoucauld in her work by concealing her 
own personality. At times, she is a master of suppressed disguise - a 
theme well exposed in Zetterwall’s essay on Kristina’s maxim “To be 
unable to dissimulate, is to be unable to live.” 49 Kristina’s own 
marginal comments on La Rochefoucauld’s maxims are reprinted by 
Truchet. 50 
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The 499 entries of Les Sentiments begin and end with the affirma¬ 
tion of God’s presence. The first entry reads, “There is unfailingly a 
God who is the unique principle, and the last end of all things.” The 
last entry is the signature “These sentiments are from one who 
imposes nothing on anyone else, and who also fears nothing.” 51 In 
themselves, they do not commit Kristina to any more elaborate a 
theology than Deism and Stoicism. But several other maxims in the 
opening sections affirm Catholicism or Quietism. Problematically, all 
the Quietist material has been struck out. Stolpe has shown that 
Kristina was drawn to the teachings of the quietist Miguel Molinos, 
but in the latter’s inquisition in 1684, Kristina finally saw her mistake 
in supporting Molinos. She had 300 penitence letters to him destroyed. 

7. Misogyny and Feminism 

Kristina’s worldly success both before and after the abdication is due 
to her “male” attributes. She was admired because she managed to 
assimilate to the dominant, severely patriarchal culture of mid¬ 
seventeenth-century Europe. Her life is a good example of how a 
woman who acts in the political, theological, and judicial spheres 
came to be treated as an anomaly. Kristina’s androgynous manners 
aroused both surprise and suspicion. In August 1654 an observer 
wrote: 

We hear strange stories of the Swedish queen with her Amazonian 
behavior; it being believed, that nature was mistaken in her, and 
that she was intended for a man, for in her discourse, they say, she 
talks loud and sweareth notably. 52 

In a sense, Kristina fulfilled the ideal of the Comeillian drama and the 
rising feminist literature. Through classical imitation they brought 
forth the image of la femme forte : the Warrior Woman who, in a 
furore, decapitates or cunningly triumphs over weak and helpless men. 
But Kristina herself refused to be intimidated by such caricatures. She 
disdained female culture. She gave reasons why women should not 
rule, thus approving of the Salic law. 53 Kristina understood that the 
Amazon Queen never existed, and wrote in her maxims: 
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I can not find anything as stupid and ridiculous as the Amazon 
republic. This fable is badly invented. 54 

Although Kristina was completely absorbed by the Alexander legend, 
she refused to believe the only part where women are given an active 
role. In the same way, she claimed that the woman killer of Cyrus the 
Great was a fiction. Whether this was a sign of cynical clarity or of 
Kristina’s resigned submission to socially accepted views of women 
can perhaps be determined by a more extensive analysis of the 
sections on women in her maxims. Those passages are marked with 
contempt for irresoluteness among women that makes them enter into 
marriage. In one passage Kristina exclaims: 

The feminine sex is a great embarassment and a great obstacle to 
virtue and merit. This fault [of nature] is the greatest one can know, 
it is almost incorrigible and few persons can with honor withdraw 
from this embarassment. 55 

Kristina reveals her limitations most when she tries to deal with the 
problem of being a woman. During the election to Poland, for 
example, she elaborates on reasons why a woman can qualify for the 
throne. 56 But, she plays on her reputation and emphasizes her male 
experience. Although she is reported to only seldomly speak with 
women, she did have contact with them. She is suspected of being in 
love with the Swedish noblewoman Ebba Sparre. Both before and 
after Ebba’s marriage, Kristina wrote her very devoted, affectionate 
letters. 57 Kristina in her youth was very affectionate with Magnus 
Gabriel de la Gardie and with her libertine physician Pierre Bourdelot. 
In addition, she met with the Spanish Ambassador Pimentel late at 
night and had a long-lasting (but unrequited) love correspondence 
with Cardinal Azzolino. Due to these well-known relationships it is 
sometimes argued that she is “saved” from actually being a lesbian. 
However, she was publicly viewed as a lesbian. She herself was 
convinced of her unusually “dry and hot” (i.e., male) temperament. 
She also rejected marriage. 58 Kristina’s lesbianism is therefore 
unambiguous from the perspective of modem radical feminists who 
argue that La Femme Seul is only one form of lesbian existence. 
Common to lesbian experience on a continuum ranging from spiritual 
communion among women on one end to lesbian sexuality on the 
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other is the rejection of heterosexual marriage. The thesis that Kristina 
was an hermaphrodite was studied by Essen-Moller 59 and is more or 
less refuted by Carl Hermann Hjortsjo’s osteological post-mortem at 
the opening of Kristina’s sarcophagus in 1965. 60 

Kristina personified what was considered deviant sexuality - an 
image consistent with libertine advances following the religious wars. 
In the outbreak of the Paris Fronde of 1648 women made claims to 
more active social roles. In the ensuing libertine circles with their 
ethic of free sexual expression, women like Madeleine de Scudery 
began to theorize about women’s inferior role in marriage. 61 Kristina 
also met with the Epicurean Ninon de Lenclos in Paris in 1656 and 
knew of the humanist scholar Anne Leffevre-Dacier. Kristina read and 
corresponded with these women but remained outside the debate 
which took place in an epicurean aristocratic culture to which she did 
not belong. Kristina, who wanted to merge with her fictional hero 
Alexander, also had another symbolic guide: the Catholic ideal of 
virginity. She points out that it is this symbol of Catholicism that 
appealed to her most. Kristina saw that in the many female martyrs, 
saints, and nuns there is an element of strength that derives from the 
Madonna legend. She did not want to marry and probably embraced 
values that relieved the pressure to justify her decision. It is important 
to note that Kristina’s rejection of dynastic marriage alone did not 
make her abdication inevitable. 62 


m. CONCLUSIONS 

Kristina’s skepticism, her stoicism and quietism, her remarks on 
marriage and her arguments to avoid marriage, her choice of literature 
on women, her paintings, and her peculiar imprints on coins celebrat¬ 
ing her independence together present a more comprehensive and 
appealing account of her philosophical views than that found in her 
maxims alone. After all, Kristina was a woman who acted pragmati¬ 
cally, in accordance with a variety of philosophical, political, theologi¬ 
cal, and scientific ideas. Even if she did this with a distorted view of 
her own abilities, her achievements are not diminished. 
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I. BIOGRAPHY 

Anne Finch, Viscountess Conway, was bom in London in 1631 and 
died in 1679. She had no formal education, but was an avid reader and 
studied French, Greek, Hebrew, Latin, mathematics, and philosophy. 
She is best known outside philosophical circles for her incapacitating 
headaches, which brought her into contact with some of the better- 
known physicians of the day, including William Harvey and Robert 
Boyle. 1 Late in life, she became a Quaker, much to the consternation 
of many of her friends. 

Conway was exceptionally close to her brother, John, and through 
him became acquainted with Henry More. One of the more prolific 
Cambridge Platonists, More started out as a Cartesian but later 
rejected the Cartesian philosophy as an enemy of religious belief in his 
Enchiridon Metaphysicum. More became Conway’s teacher and later 
her close friend. In addition to More, her philosophical circle included 
the Kabbalist Francis Mercury van Helmont and Cambridge Platonists 
Ralph Cudworth, author of The True Intellectual System of the 
Universe, a critique of atheism; Joseph Glanvill; George Rust, whose 
works included A Discourse of Truth, a summary of some of Cud- 
worth’s work; and Benjamin Whichcote, who wrote nothing but is 
considered the inspiration behind the Cambridge Platonists. 2 These 
and other philosophers and churchmen were frequent guests at the 
Conway home. In addition, Conway was familiar with and critical of 
the work of Descartes, Hobbes, and Spinoza, and is credited with 
being a major influence on Leibniz, who was made acquainted with 
her work by van Helmont in 1696, nearly twenty years after Conway’s 
death. 3 
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H. INFLUENCE ON LEIBNIZ 

Leibniz was strongly influenced by Conway’s work and even, accord¬ 
ing to Carolyn Merchant, owes his use of the term monad to her. 4 
While Leibnizian monads are purely spiritual, for Conway monads are 
both physical and living (i.e. have both physical and spiritual 
qualities), as are all creatures. 5 

[E]very Body is a certain Spirit or Life in its own Nature, ... the 
same is a certain intelligent Principle, having Knowledge, Sense, 
Love, Desire, Joy, and Grief; as it is this or that way affected; and 
by consequence hath Activity and Motion, per se; so that it can 
remove itself whithersoever it desires to be: I say, in its own 
Nature, wherein it was originally created, and as it shall be again, 
when it shall be reduced to its primitive State, and delivered from 
that Confusion and Vanity, to which it is subject by reason of Sin. 6 

There is also perhaps a preview of Leibniz’s doctrine that monads 
“have no windows” - i.e. do not interact causally - in Conway’s 
statement that the least parts of a creature, its “atoms,” “cannot have 
internal Motion; because every Motion hath at least two Terms or 
Extreams,” nor can it receive anything, motion or perception (a type of 
motion) from without. 7 Nevertheless, in Conway’s system all crea¬ 
tures are composite and do interact: 

[God] is One, and this is his Perfection, that he hath need of nothing 
without him: But a Creature, because it needs the assistance of its 
Fellow-Creatures, ought to be manifold, that it may receive this 
assistance: for that which receives something is nourished by the 
same, and so becomes a part of it, and therefore it is no more one 
but many, and so many indeed as there are Things received, and yet 
of a greater multiplicity; therefore there is a certain Society of 
Fellowship among Creatures in giving and receiving, whereby they 
mutually subsist one by another ... by consequence every Creature 
which hath Life, Sense, or Motion, ought to be a number or, a 
Multiplicity. 8 

For Leibniz, while composite beings can be said to interact, such 
beings and their interactions exist on the level of phenomena, less 
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‘real’ than that of the purely spiritual monads. Leibniz’s concept of 
monadic hierarchies and of a dominant monad is also found in 
Conway’s thought, although she holds the dominant monad itself to be 
a multitude. 9 

And so every Spirit hath its Body, and every Body its Spirit; and as 
the Body, sc. of a Man or Beast, is nothing else but an inumerable 
multitude of Bodies, compacted together into one, and disposed 
into a certain order; so likewise the Spirit of a man, or Beast, is a 
certain innumerable multitude of Spirits united together in the said 
Body, which have their Order and Government so, that there is one 
Captain, or Chief Governor, another a Lieutenant, and another hath 
a certain kind of Government under him, and so through the whole, 
as it is wont to be in an Army of Soldiers; wherefore the Creatures 
are called Armies, and God the God of Hosts. 10 

[T]hough the Spirit of Man is commonly spoken in the Singular, as 
though it were but one Thing; yet the said Spirit is a certain 
composition of more, yea innumberable Spirits; as the Body is a 
composition of more Bodies, and hath a certain Order and Govern¬ 
ment in all its Parts, much more the Spirit which is a great Army of 
Spirits, wherein there are distinct Offices under one governing 
Spirit. 11 

In addition, Leibniz shares Conway’s passion for harmony and 
reconciliation of opposing principles and philosophical systems. 
While there are several interesting comparisons to be drawn between 
Conway and Leibniz, 12 it is no less important to examine her work on 
its own. 


m. PHILOSOPHICAL WRITING 

The Principles of the Most Ancient and Modern Philosophy, Con¬ 
way’s only published philosophical work, is dated by Nicolson at 
1671-1674 and at 1677-1679 by Lopston. It was written, not very 
legibly, in a notebook, and left unfinished and unrevised at Conway’s 
death. Van Helmont had the work translated into Latin and published 
in 1690. It was retranslated into English in 1692 by one identified only 
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as “J.C,” but thought to be either Jacobus Crull or John Clark. 13 The 
original is no longer in existence, but the Latin translation is published 
along with the English retranslation in Lopston’s edition. We can only 
hope that the content of the work was not greatly distorted by its 
passage through so many hands. 

Conway is committed to reconciling opposing forces: the emana- 
tionistic and vitalistic tenets of the ancients (primarily the Greeks, the 
Kabbalists, and Philo of Alexandria) with the mechanistic philosophy 
of the modems and with Christian theology. Conway, like all of her 
time, found herself confronted with the new science and the resultant 
popularity of mechanistic explanation - the explanation of all events 
through motion and impact. She desired to reconcile mechanism with 
Platonism, and the result is a system in which every created being is 
both alive and capable of motion and in which motion is a central 
explanatory device. In keeping with her Christian background, the 
existence of God, a perfect being, is central to Conway’s system and is 
asserted without proof in the beginning of her treatise: 

God is a Spirit, Light, and Life, infinitely Wise, Good, Just, 

Mighty, Omniscient, omnipresent, Omnipotent, Creator and Maker 

of all things visible and invisible. 14 

According to Conway, God is one of three kinds of beings (the others 
being Christ and creatures), each with a different essence, though not 
necessarily without some common attributes. For there to be more 
than these three kinds would, she argues, be contrary to the divine 
wisdom. A consequence of assigning a single essence to all creatures 
is that creatures are interconvertable, e.g., a horse can turn into a bird. 
Of greater philosophical interest is the consequence that spirits can 
turn into bodies, and vice versa. 15 Thus, spirit or mind and body are 
not essentially different, not ‘really distinct.’ The importance of this 
result will become clear in the course of this chapter. 

Conway might best be described as a Cambridge Platonist, for she 
is Platonistic in her imagery and, as we shall see later on, in her 
background assumptions. Her language abounds with neo-Platonistic 
and Kabbalistic imagery; for example, in the passage below she 
speaks of God as a complete, self-sufficient “fountain” from which all 
creatures “emanate” necessarily. God’s emanative creativity is one of 
its essential attributes. 16 Because God’s creativity is emanative, rather 
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than deliberate, God does not ‘decide’ to create the world. Rather, 
creatures flow from God’s very nature. 

For God is definitely Good, Loving and Bountiful; yea, Goodness 
and Charity it self; an infinite Fountain, and Father of Goodness, 
Charity, and Bounty. Now how can it be, that this Fountain shall 
not always plentifully flow, and send from it self Living Waters? 
And shall not this Ocean perpetually abound with its own Efflux to 
the Production of Creatures, and that with a certain continual 
Stream? For the Goodness of God in its own proper nature is 
Communicative, and Multiplicative, and seeing in him nothing is 
wanting, neither can any thing be added to him, by reason of his 
absolute fullness, and transcendent fertility ... This Communicative 
Goodness of God ... is his Essential Attribute. 17 

In general, not only God’s creation, but all of its actions flow automati¬ 
cally from its very nature. Thus, God does whatever it can do (i.e. is a 
necessary agent). 18 Because its nature involves perfection, Conway’s 
God can do everything conceivable (non-contradictory). 19 

Indifference of Will hath no place in God, by reason it is an 
Imperfection; who thought he be the most free Agent, yet he is also 
above all the most necessary Agent; so that it is impossible that he 
should not do, whatsoever he doth in or for his Creatures; Seeing 
his Infinite Wisdom, Goodness, and Justice, is a Law unto him, 
which he cannot Transgress. 20 

Because God’s supreme wisdom is a part of its nature, and it would be 
inconceivable for God to fail to act in accordance with that nature, it 
follows that necessarily God acts always based on its supreme 
wisdom. “God cannot do that which is contrary to his Wisdom and 
Goodness, or any of his Attributes.” 21 That is, for Conway the 
principle of sufficient reason, commonly associated with Leibniz, is a 
necessary truth. 22 

Like all Platonists, Conway was influenced by the Pythagorean 
column of opposites, which dominates Platonist and neo-Platonist 
thought: 
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the unlimited (undifferentiated, matter) 

plurality 

left 

female 

motion (change) 

curved 

dark 

oblong 

even 

evil 


form 

unity 

right 

male 

rest (permanence) 

straight 

light 

square 

odd 

good 


Conway and her rationalist contemporaries perpetuate the dualism of 
the column, along with the Platonistic emphasis on its right side. 
Perhaps Conway takes to heart the statement in the Kabbalah that in 
the first Sephira, an aspect of God portraying it [Conway refers to God 
as “He.” - ed.] as the great unchangeable Father of all, 23 “all is right 
side.” 24 Thus, unity, spirit, God, male, and light are more highly 
regarded than plurality, matter, creatures, female, and darkness. 


In every visible Creature there is a Body and a Spirit, or Principium 
magis Activum, & magis Passivum, or more Active and more 
Passive Principle, which may fitly be termed Male and Female, by 
reason of that Analogy a Husband hath with his Wife. For as the 
ordinary Generation of Men requires a Conjunction and Co¬ 
operation of Male and Female; so also all Generations and Produc¬ 
tions whatsoever they be, require an Union, and conformable 
Operation of those Two principles, to wit. Spirit and Body; but the 
spirit is an Eye or Light beholding its own proper Image, and the 
Body is a Tenebrosity or Darkness receiving that Image, when the 
Spirit looks thereinto, as when one sees himself in a Looking- 
Glass. 25 


Perfection is associated with the right side and imperfection with the 
left. Thus Conway’s God is entirely spiritual (always associated with 
the right side) and incorporeal, 26 eternal, simple, and immutable. 

In God there is neither Time nor Change, nor Composition, nor 
Division of Parts: He is wholly and universally one in himself and 
of himself, without any manner of variety of Mixture: He hath no 
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manner of Darkness, or Corporeity in him, and so consequently no 
kind of Form of Figure whatsoever. 27 

The divine creation is timeless with respect to the deity, but successive 
with respect to creatures. God creates all things together, in the sense 
that it created the 

Universals, Seeds, and Principles of all Things which (in subordina¬ 
tion to God, who is the Principle Beginning of all Things) are, as it 
were Springs and Fountains from whence Creatures did flow in the 
order of their succession. 28 

But this continual Action or Operation of God, as it is in him, or 
proceeds from him, or hath respect unto him, is one only continual 
Act or Command of his Will, neither hath Time or Succession in it; 
nor first; nor latter; but is together, and always present with God; so 
that nothing of him is either past or to come, because he hath not 
parts: But so far as he appears or terminates in Creatures, he hath 
Time and Succession of parts ... Suppose a great Circle or Wheel 
to be moved by a Centre, whereas the Centre always remains in one 
place, even as some do think the Sun after this manner to be moved 
about his Centre (by some Angel or Spirit remaining in the Centre) 
within the space of so many days. Now albeit the Centre moves the 
whole Wheel, and causes a great and continual Motion in the same; 
yet that always resteth, neither is it in the least moved: How much 
more then is the same in God, who is the First Mover in all his 
Creatures, according to all their true and appointed Motions, yet he 
is not moved of them? 29 

Indeed, the concept of time is not appropriate to the deity. In this 
respect, Conway’s position is very much like Leibniz’s: Time is 
relative to succession and motion, both of which belong only to 
creatures. They are the inferior analogues of eternity and of the will 
whereby God creates. 

Time is nothing else but the successive Motion or Operation of 
Creatures; which Motion or Operation, if it should cease, Time 
would also cease, and the Creatures themselves would cease with 
Time: Wherefore such is the Nature of every Creature, that it is in 
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Motion, or hath a certain Motion, by means of which it advances 
forward, and grows to a farther perfection. And seeing in God there 
is no successive Motion or Operation to a farther perfection; 
because he is most absolutely perfect. Hence there are not Times in 
God or his Eternity. 30 

While God does not move, strictly speaking, its will is analogous to 
motion. Furthermore, as the ultimate spirit and source of life, it is also 
the ultimate source of motion, including vital motion, 31 though itself 
unmoved. 

Motion it self is of God, by whose Will all Motion happens: For as 
a Creature cannot give Being to it self, so neither can it move it 
self; for in him we Live, Move and have our Being; so that Motion 
and Essence come from the same cause, sc , God the Creator, who 
remains immoveable in himself; neither is he carried from place to 
place, because he is equally present everywhere, and gives Being to 
Creatures. 32 

But that in him which hath an Analogy or Agreement with the 
Motions or Operations of Creatures, is the Government of his Will, 
which (to speak properly) is not Motion, because every Motion is 
successive, and cannot have place in God, as is above 
demonstrated. 33 

In addition, because emanative creation is creation ‘out of’ God, rather 
than ‘out of’ nothing, there is at least some sense in which creatures 
have a share of the divine nature. God, in creating, gives something of 
itself to its creatures without being thereby diminished - the divine 
fountain is an endless one. Henry More felt that this way of thinking 
about creation did not maintain a proper separation between God and 
creatures, and led to pantheism. These concerns led him eventually to 
reject Conway’s Kabbalistic thought. 34 For Conway, however, the 
close relationship between the divine and created natures is desirable 
because it conduces to the harmony of her system. 

God’s emanative creativity (i.e. God’s will) is, as we have seen, the 
divine analogue of motion. Motion, in turn, is the emanative product 
and the inferior analogue of the divine will. Note also Conway’s use, 
in the following passage, of the term ‘emanation’, which clearly 
shows that emanation and motion are closely linked in her mind. 
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Moreover the consideration of this Infinite Divisibility of every 
thing ... is ... a thing of very great moment; viz. that thereby may 
be understood the Reasons and Causes of Things; and how all 
Creatures from the highest to the lowest are inseparably united one 
with another, by means of Subtiler Parts interceding or coming in 
between, which are the Emanations of one Creature into another, by 
which also they act one upon another at the greatest distance; and 
this is the Foundation of all Sympathy and Antipathy which 
happens in Creatures: And if these things be well understood of any 
one, he may easily see into the most secret and hidden Causes of 
Things, which ignorant Men call occult Qualities. 35 

Divine emanative causation and causation by motion in creatures are 
respectively the superior and inferior manifestations of causation: 
Among creatures, some sort of motion, whether vital or merely 
mechanical, must be involved in any causal interaction. Note in the 
passage above the physical nature of the linkage Conway describes 
among creatures. Given the close relation between motion and divine 
emanation, even one who believes spirit to be superior to body, or one 
who believes spirit to be more real than body, can be a mechanist, by 
interpreting mechanism (mere, as opposed to vital motion) as the 
means of causal interaction of less perfect beings. 

This notion of a physical link accounting for causation among 
creatures suggests that there must be a similar, analogous link between 
creatures and their creator. For Conway, Christ, sharing some 
qualities, including mutability and bodily nature, with creatures, but 
sharing divinity, immutability and spirituality with God, 36 is the link 
or ‘medium’ between God and Creatures. 

[Christ] is a natural Medium between [God and creatures] by which 
the Extreams are united, and this Medium partakes of both Ex- 
treams, and therefore is the most convenient and proper Medium ; 
for it partakes of the one Extream, viz. Mutability, to wit, from 
Good to a greater degree or measure of Goodness, and of the other 
Extream, viz. that it is altogether unchangeable from Good into 
Evil; and such a Medium was necessarily required in the very 
Nature of Things; for otherwise there would remain a Chasm or 
Gap. 37 
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Christ, who participates in the divine perfection, is begotten, or 
emanated immediately, rather than created. Creatures are emanated 
through the medium of Christ, “by whom all Things are said to be 
made.” 38 Conway’s point here is Kabbalistic in origin. The Kabbalah 
refers to the Sephiroth as the medium between the Ain Soph (the 
absolute) and the real world. Like Christ’s relation to God, the 
Sephiroth are emanations, not creations of the Ain Soph? 9 

Just as bodies exert causal influence by giving off portions of 
themselves (a theory of sensation popular during the early modem 
period held that the objects of sense give off small particles which are 
received by the sense organ), an emanative creator ‘gives off’ (but 
without being thereby reduced) images or reflections of itself. In 
keeping with the Platonic tradition, the images are naturally less 
perfect than the original. Thus, some of God’s attributes are com¬ 
municable (though in lesser form) to creatures (and with respect to 
these attributes the creatures resemble the creator), but others are not 
(and thus there are some intrinsic differences between creatures and 
creator). 

The Divine Attributes are commonly and rightly distinguished, into 
communicable, and incommunicable; the incommunicable are, that 
God is a Being, subsisting by himself. Independent, Unchangeable, 
absolutely Infinite, and most Perfect: The communicable are, that 
he is a Spirit, Life, and Light, that he is Good, Holy, Just, Wise, & 
c. But now there are none of these communicable Attributes, which 
are not living, yea Life itself. 40 

While creatures can and must differ from the creator in some ways 
(they are mutable, while the creator is immutable), it appears that they 
must all have at least some attributes communicated from God. This 
requirement enables Conway to argue that everything which exists is 
alive. She points out that matter in itself has no divinely communi¬ 
cated attributes. 

Now what Attributes or Perfections can be attributed to dead 
Matter, which do analogically Answer to those which are in God? If 
we diligently enquire thereinto, we shall find none at all; for all his 
Attributes are living; yea. Life it self. Moreover, seeing the Crea¬ 
tures of God, so far as they are Creatures, ought necessarily in some 
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things to resemble their Creator; now I demand, in what dead 
matter is like unto God? If they say again in naked Entity, I answer. 
There is none such in God or his Creatures: And so it is a mere non 
ens, or nothing. 

But as touching the other Attributes of Matter, viz. Impenetrability, 
Figurability, and Mobility; certainly none of these have any place in 
God, and so are not of his communicable Attributes; but rather 
Essential Differences or Attributes of Diversity, whereby the 
Creature, as such, is distinguished from God ... And seeing dead 
Matter doth not partake of any of the communicable Attributes of 
God, we must certainly conclude, that the same is a mere non ens or 
nothing ... a thing impossible. 41 

Only if matter is also alive can it be a divine product, for life is a 
communicable and essential attribute of God. 

[SJeeing the Goodness of God is a living Goodness, which hath 
Life, Power, Love, and Knowledge in it, which he communicates to 
his Creatures, How can it be, that any dead Thing should proceed 
from him, or be created by Him, such as mere Body or Matter, 
according to their Hypothesis, who affirm, that the same is wholly 
incontrovertible, to any degree of Life or Knowledge? It is truly 
said of one that God made not Death, and it is as true, that he made 
no dead Thing ... And because every Creature hath a Communica¬ 
tion with God in some of his Attributes, now I demand. In what 
Attribute dead Matter hath it, or a Body that is uncapable of Life 
and Sense for ever? 42 

Conway’s claim that there is no such thing as ‘dead’ matter must not 
be taken as a denial of the existence of matter per se. Furthermore, to 
say that matter for Conway is ‘nothing but congealed spirit’ 43 is 
misleadingly reductionistic: Because matter and spirit are 
distinguished only by their relative “subtlety” or “grossness,” 44 and 
are interconvertable, one could just as well call spirit ‘rarified matter’. 
Conway’s claim is rather that matter and spirit are essentially the 
same, and differ from one another only modally, that is, in their 
manner of existence. Unlike God, who is pure spirit, creatures are a 
mixture of body and spirit, and their relative imperfection, or sinful¬ 
ness, is related to their share of corporeity. 45 

Although Conway is not a dualist in the Cartesian sense of holding 
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mind and body to be really, essentially distinct, nor in the sense of 
taking one to be more ‘real’ than the other, she places them on a 
continuum, on which spirit is more favorably placed than matter. 

Creature is but one Essence or Substance, as to Nature or Essence, 
as is above demonstrated, so that it only differs secundum modos 
existendv, or, according to the manners of existence ; among which 
one is a Corporeity; whereof also there are many degrees; so that a 
Thing may more or less approach to, or recede from the State and 
Condition of a body or a Spirit; but because a Spirit (between these 
two) is more excellent in the Natural Order of Things, and by how 
much the more a Creature is a Spirit ... so much the nearer it 
approaches to God, who is the chiefest Spirit. 46 

Certainly, the desire for a unified, harmonious ontology is one 
motivation for the unification of principles which others (i.e. the 
Cartesians) have considered opposites. Such a system has the addi¬ 
tional advantage of providing a solution to a problem plaguing the 
Cartesian dualists (though not considered a problem by Descartes 
himself): how two substances, mind and body, considered to be 
essentially different, ‘really distinct’, and to have nothing in common, 
can interact. This is a problem if one shares, as we have seen that 
Conway does, the view that like causes like - that the cause must have 
something in common with the effect. 47 Deny an essential difference 
between mind and body, then, and the problem vanishes. It is solved 
by allowing both spirit and body to be in motion, indeed, constantly 
so 48 and thus alive, motion being a property which in creatures 
implies life and spirit. 49 

But if it be granted that the Soul is of one Nature and Substance 
with the Body, although it is many degrees more excellent in regard 
of Life and Spirituality, as also in swiftness of Motion, and 
Penetrability, and diverse other Perfections; then ... it will be easily 
conceived, how the Body and Soul are united together, and how the 
Soul moves the Body, and suffers by it or with it. 50 

Just as every body is living, and thus has spiritual characteristics, 
every created spirit has material characteristics, such as motion and 
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figure. As the above passage makes clear, all creatures are both 
spiritual and corporeal, and have qualities usually restricted to either 
matter or spirit, life being for Conway equivalent to spirit. 51 Every 
body has a spirit, and vice-versa. 52 

For we may easily understand how one Body is united with 
another, by that true agreement that one hath with another in its 
own Nature; and so the most subtile and Spiritual Body may be 
united with a Body that is very gross and thick, sc. by means of 
certain Bodies, partaking of subtilty and grossness, according to 
diverse degrees, consisting between two Extreams, and these 
middle Bodies are indeed the Links and Chains, by which the Soul, 
which is so subtile and Spiritual, is conjoined with a Body so gross; 
which middle Spirits (if they cease, or are absent) the Union is 
broken or dissolved; so from the same Foundation we may easily 
understand, how the Soul moves the Body, viz. as noe subtile Body 
can move another gross and thick Body: And seeing body it self is a 
sensible Life, or an Intellectual Substance, it is no less clearly 
conspicuous, how one Body can wound, or grieve, or gratifie, or 
please another; because Things of one, or alike Nature, can easily 
affect each other: And to this Argument may be reduced the like 
difficulties, viz. how Spirits move Spirits; and how some Spirits 
strive and contend with other Spirits; also concerning the Unity, 
Concord, and Friendship, which good Spirits reverence among 
themselves; for if all Spirits could be intrinsically present one with 
another. How could they dispute or contend about place? And how 
can one expel or drive out another? and yet that there is such an 
expulsion and conflict of Spirits, and especially of the Good against 
the Evil, some few who have been acquainted with their own Hearts 
have experimentally known. 53 

This passage shows that both bodily and spiritual characteristics must 
be present in creatures. Note also the similarity to Conway’s account 
of Christ as medium. 

We stated before that according to Conway all causation among 
creatures is capable of being explained in terms of some kind of 
motion. Motion includes local or internal, and mechanical motion 
(“the carrying of Body from place to place”) 54 and vital motion, which 
is superior: 
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Wherefore Hobbs, and all others who side with him, greviously 
erre, whilst they teach that Sense and Knowledge is no other than a 
reaction of Corporeal particles one upon another, where, by 
reaction, he means no other than Local and Mechanical Motion. 
But indeed Sense and Knowledge is a Thing far more Noble and 
Divine, than any Local or Mechanical Motion of any Particles 
whatsoever; for it is the Motion or Action of Life, which uses the 
other as its Instrument... and can like Local Motion be transmitted 
through divers Bodies, although very far distant asunder, which 
therefore are united, and that without any new Transition of Body 
or Matter, ex. gr. a Beam of Wood of an exceeding great length, is 
moved by one Extream from the North to the South, the other 
Extream will necessarily be moved also; and the Action is trans¬ 
mitted through the whole Beam, without any Particles of Matter 
sent hither to promote Motion, from one Extream to the other; 
because the Beam it self is sufficient to transmit the said Motion: 
After the same manner also, a Vital Action can proceed together 
with Local Motion from one thing to another, and that too at a great 
distance, where there is an apt and fit Medium to transmit it, and 
here we may observe a kind of Divine Spirituality or Subtilty in 
every Motion, and so in every Action of Life, which no created 
Body or Substance is capable of, viz. by Intrinsical Presence, which 
(as before proved) agrees to no created Substance; and yet agrees to 
every Motion or Action whatsoever: For Motion or Action is not a 
certain Matter or Substance, but only a manner of its Being; and 
therefore is intrinsically present in the Subject, whereof there is a 
Modus, or Manner, and can pass from Body to Body, at a great 
distance, if it finds a fit Medium to transmit it. 55 

Here Conway expresses her differences with those who advocate 
purely mechanistic explanations. Yes, life and thought are bound up 
with motion, but it is vital motion, not mere mechanical motion. 


IV. SUMMARY 

We have seen that Conway incorporates the mechanistic account of 
causation through motion, and the neo-Platonic account of causation 
through emanation, into a single account of causation. Motion, 
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especially vital motion (reminiscent of the Platonic world-soul), and 
divine emanation are not intrinsically different forms of causation; 
rather they are variations on a theme. Conway differs from the pure 
mechanists in that rather than taking motion to be the source of life, 
she takes life to be the source of motion. Indeed, “Sense and 
Knowledge is a Thing far more Noble and Divine, than any Local or 
Mechanical Motion of any Particles whatsoever; for it is the Motion or 
Action of Life, which uses the other as its Instrument.” 56 Even sin is 
explained in terms of motion: It is ataxia - improper motion. 57 

The universality of motion puts an end to the mind-body problem 
of the Cartesians. Because all creatures have life and motion (indeed 
the motion of life is the most noble kind), there is no reason why the 
mind and body cannot exert causal influence upon (or move) one 
another. 

It was noted earlier that Conway’s system shares many features 
with Leibniz’s. Both philosophers are interested in reconciliation of 
opposing principles. Which reconciliation is more successful? It seems 
that Leibniz needs to do much more ‘hand-waving’ to make his 
system fit together than does Conway: For Leibniz, God somehow or 
other sees to it that phenomena and reality, mind and body, efficient 
and final causes, are all harmonized. Conway’s treatment of every 
creature as having life and motion makes their interaction real (for 
Leibniz, it is merely phenomenal) and understandable. On the other 
hand, Conway’s system is much less complete and comprehensive 
than Leibniz’s (here it must be pointed out that Leibniz enjoyed 
substantially longer life, better health, and greater opportunity for 
study than did Conway). In many respects, Leibniz’s system is more 
‘modem’ in that it begins to incorporate logic into metaphysics. 
Conway says little of deduction and necessary connections, which 
play important roles in the Leibnizian account of causation, making 
use instead of the analogous concept of emanation. Both are com¬ 
mitted to the primacy of intellect or soul, and to a God-centered 
system. 

Although Conway, on the basis of one short work, is unlikely ever 
to be considered a major philosopher, her work is important and 
worthy of study. I have chosen to concentrate on her accounts of 
motion and emanation; others have and, I hope, will examine other 
aspects of her work. 



56 Anne Finch 


NOTES 


References to Conway’s The Principles of the Most Ancient and Modern Philosophy 
consist of chapter and section numbers, followed by a page reference to the English 
portion of Lopston reprint edition (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1982). Ex: VII.4 210 
refers to chapter VII, section 4, p. 210. 

1. Marjorie Hope Nicolson, Conway Letters , New Haven, Yale, 1930, p. 114. 

2. Nicolson 6,49. 

3. Carolyn Merchant, “The Vitalism of Anne Conway: Its Impact on Leibniz’s 
Concept of the Monad,” J. Hist. Phil. XVII.3 (July 1979), p. 256. 

4. He began to use the term during the same period in which Van Helmont 
introduced him to Conway’s work (Merchant 255f). 

5. III.9 163. 

6. VII191. 

7. VII.4 208-209. 

8. VII.4 209-210. 

9. VII.4 210. 

10. VI. 11 190. 

11. VII.4 207-208. 

12. See the works of Merchant listed in the bibliography, and Lopston’s introduction 
to Conway’s Principles. 

13. Lopston 25 n. 33, quoting Nicolson 453, n. 6. 

14. 1.1 149. 

15. VI.3-4 176-179; for a discussion of Conway’s essentialism, see Lopston 52-59. 

16. II.5 155. 

17. II.4 154-55. 

18. III.3 158. 

19. In this context, she sounds much like Spinoza, although Conway’s God, unlike 
Spinoza’s, is pure spirit, without extension. 

20. III.2 158. 

21. III.9 163. 

22. III.l 157. 

23. S.L. Macgregor Mathers, The Kabbalah Unveiled , London: Routledge & Kegan 

Paul, 1888, p. 22. 

24. Mathers 24. 

25. VI. 11 188-189. 

26. Conway makes a point of expressing disagreement with Hobbes on this point 
(IX.3 222). 

27. 1.2 149, see also VII. 1 192. 

28. IV. 1 165. 

29. III.8 161. 

30. II.6 155. See also II.2 153, VII.4 204; cf. Leibniz: “time is the order of existence 
of things possible successively” (C.I. Gerhardt, Die philosophischen Schriften von 
G.W. Leibniz , Berlin, 1875-90, vol. II, p. 269; Leroy E. Loemker, Leibniz , 
Philosophical Papers and Letters , 2nd ed., Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 1969, p. 536). 
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31. VIII.2 213, IX.9 230. 

32. VIII.2 213. 

33. III.8 161. 

34. Allison Coudart, “A Cambridge Platonist’s Kabbalist Nightmare,” Journal of the 
History of Ideas XXXVI.4 (Oct.-Jan. 1975), p. 650. 

35. III. 10 164. 

36. IV. 1-2 165; V.2-5 167-171. 

37. V.3 169. 

38. IV.l 165. 

39. Kab. Unv. 38-39, from Jellinek’s Beitrage zu Geschichte der Kabbalah , Erstes 
Heft , Leipzig, 1852. 

40. VII.2 196. 

41. VII.2 197. 

42. VII.2 196. 

43. As Coudart does, p. 650. 

44. VII.2-4 200-208. 

45. VII. 1 193-194. 

46. VII. 1 192. 

47. VIII.3 215. 

48. VI.6 180. 

49. VII.4 205. 

50. VII.2 214. 

51. VII191. 

52. IX.7 225. 

As to those Creatures which are Spirits, and can penetrate each other, in every 
created Spirit, there may be some infinity of Spirits, all which Spirits may be 
of equal extension, as well with the aforesaid Spirit, as they are one with 
another; for in this case those Spirits are more Subtile and Aethereal, which 
penetrate the Gross and more Corporeal, whence here can be no want of 
Room, that one must be constrained to give place to another. (III.5 159-160) 

Every Man, yea, every Creature, consists of many Spirits and Bodies ... and 
indeed every Body is a Spirit, and nothing else, neither differs any thing from 
a Spirit, but in that it is more dark; therefore by how much the thicker and 
grosser it is become, so much the more remote it is from the degree of a 
Spirit, so that this distinction is only modal and gradual, not essential or 
substantial. (VI. 11 190) 

[Thoughts] have Body and Spirit; for if they had not a Body, they could not 
be retained, nor could we reflect on our own proper Thoughts. (VI. 11 
189-190) 

A Thing may more or less approach to, or recede from the State and 
Condition of a body or a Spirit. (VII. 1 192) 

A Spirit is capable of Corporeity, Secundum majus & minus , or more and 
less; although not infinitely, yet in many degrees. (VII. 1 194) 
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And thus Life and Figure are distinct, but not contrary Attributes of one and 
the same Substance, and Figure serves the Operations of Life ... Life and 
Figure consist very well together in one Body, or Substance, where Figure is 
an Instrument of Life, without which no Vital Operation can be performed. 
(IX.8 226) 

53. VII.3 214-215. 

54. IX.9 226. 

55. IX.9 227-228. By “intrinsical presence” Conway means the ability of one 
substance to enter into another of equal dimensions, without increase in bulk, i.e. 
the ability to occupy the same spatiotemporal region (VII.4 203). 

56. IX.9 227. 

57. VIII.2 214. 



4. Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz 


MARY CHRISTINE MORKOVSKY, CDP 


Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz de Asbaje y Ramirez (1648-1695) is a 
major Baroque literary figure of the New World who accepted the 
classical/medieval philosophy prevalent in Spain until the sixteenth 
century and transplanted to Mexico largely through priests who were 
professors. Two disquietudes or mysteries of her own experience for 
which philosophy gave her no answer appear often in her writings. 
The first, an insatiable desire to understand everything thoroughly, 
could be considered a predominantly personal or psychological 
problem. The second, the widespread opinion that women are inferior 
to men, is a social or cultural one as well. In writing about both of 
them, Sor Juana transcends her individuality as well as her epoch, for 
she does intimate they are universal human problems. 

Sor Juana maintained that women as well as the native peoples of 
the New World had the right to education. In her own search for 
wisdom, Sor Juana experienced the perils of being a female explorer 
and became convinced that the difficulties of her pursuit did not come 
from her sex but largely from obstacles raised by men. The philosophy 
implicit as well as explicit in her works is basically late Scholasticism, 
and she makes no original contributions to this school. The central 
theme of freedom of the understanding has caused her to be con¬ 
sidered a precursor of the Enlightenment while the theme of liberation 
and education of women has endeared her to contemporary feminists. 


I. BIOGRAPHY 

Juana, illegitimate daughter of a Spaniard from Vizcaya, Pedro 
Manuel de Asbaje, and a Creole, Isabel Ramirez de Santillana, was 
baptized December 2,1648, 1 in the village of San Miguel de Nepantla 


Mary Ellen Waithe (ed.), A History of Women Philosophers/Volume 3, 59 - 72 . 
©1991 Kluwer Academic Publishers. 
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near Mexico City. When she was about three she followed an older 
sister to class in one of the “Amigas” schools first founded for native 
girls by Fray Juan de Zumarraga. There she cajoled the teacher into 
teaching her to read. A few years later she begged her mother to send 
her to the capital city disguised as a boy so she could study the 
sciences in a university. Her mother refused, so Juana tried to satiate 
her desire for learning by reading her grandfather’s books even though 
she was punished for doing so. At the age of twelve she composed a 
“Loa en honor del Santisimo Sacramento ” which won a prize, a book. 
She received about twenty grammar lessons and encouraged herself to 
learn by trimming her hair whenever she had not met her goals. When 
she came to Mexico City about the age of eighteen to live in the 
palace of the Viceroy, the Marquis of Mancera, as a lady-in-waiting to 
his wife, her well-stocked memory was much admired; and she 
astounded interlocutors in a public test of her learning arranged by the 
Viceroy. 

Because of her natural desire for study, Juana would have preferred 
to live alone and be free to study her books, but she made the rational 
decision to enter religious life to secure her salvation and find refuge 
and solitude. After a short stay with the Carmelites, whose way of life 
was too hard for her health, she entered the Order of St. Jerome, 
making her vows in 1669. She discovered that her desire for learning, 
whether prize or punishment, was the chief enemy she took with her 
into the convent. 2 She claims this desire was almost irresistible in her. 
The Jeromites, a Benedictine Order, encouraged study. Contact with 
laypersons was not forbidden, and each nun was permitted to acquire 
study aids such as books and musical instruments. She maintained 
close ties with her family and helped them when they were in financial 
need. For years she had a personal slave, Juana. One of her friends 
was Carlos de Sigiienza y Gongora (1645-1700), ex-Jesuit, 
astronomer, mathematician, cosmographer, and historian. His poetry is 
mediocre compared with hers, but his constant searching for scientific 
proof of his hypotheses is similar to her care to bolster her conclusions 
with examples or logical reasoning. 

In the convent she continued to study in every spare moment, 
having no teachers or student companions except her books. She 
pursued the human arts and sciences - logic, rhetoric, physics, music, 
arithmetic, geometry, architecture, history, law, astrology, and 
mechanics in general without specializing in any one. All of these led 
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to the peak of sacred theology and were useful for understanding the 
Holy Scriptures. 

The nobility frequently sought her company and asked her to write 
verses for birthdays and special occasions as well as plays and 
pageants for solemn celebrations in the viceregal court. Jealousies and 
petty persecutions accompanied her popularity, but she found strength 
in the example of Socrates, in the maxim of Machiavelli to despise the 
braggart because he distinguishes himself by discrediting others, and 
in the fact that the Pharisees hated Christ. A superior who considered 
studies a matter for the Inquisition once forbade her to study for three 
months, and Sor Juana obeyed. However, she found herself continuing 
to learn in every comer - psychology in people, geometry in the 
architecture of the dormitory, physics in children’s toys, chemistry as 
well as philosophy in the kitchen. 

Sor Juana remarks that the studiousness which is considered 
meritorious in men is not merit in her since it is a driving need. 
However, she does not consider her learning to be a fault since she 
never trusts herself but always submits to others’ judgments. Two 
years before her death, she decided to renounce literature, sold her 
library, and gave the proceeds to the poor. This renunciation has been 
viewed as the result of the influence of her strict confessor, Antonio 
Nunez de Miranda, or of a personal conversion. Octavio Paz links it to 
the social unrest of the last decades of the sixteenth century in 
Mexico. 3 French corsairs threatened in the Gulf of Mexico, epidemics 
broke out in the cities, viceroys were changed in quick succession, and 
finally in 1692 the native population of Mexico City staged riots and 
demanded food. They stoned the Viceroy’s palace and set it on fire. 
Processions with the Blessed Sacrament as well as public punishment 
of the instigators of the rebellion followed. It was a period of disillu¬ 
sionment with the dream of uniting different peoples in one har¬ 
monious empire, and Paz relates it to Sor Juana’s inability to move out 
of literary forms that were confining even though she employed them 
so gracefully. To destroy them would have been to destroy herself. 
Personal and social conflict could not be resolved without demolishing 
the presuppositions on which the colonial world was based. When 
dissent is impossible and the prevalent attitude is that there is nothing 
more to discover, add, or propose then to renounce rational speech and 
to bum government buildings are similar responses. 

Nursing her Sisters during a bubonic plague epidemic, Sor Juana 
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died on April 17, 1695. The Tenth Muse of Mexico wrote more than 
200 lyric poems of various lengths, most of them sonnets, and almost 
a hundred short “ villancicos ” for church feast days are attributed to 
her. Lengthy religious plays and spectacles such as “El Divino 
Narciso” and secular comedies such as “Los Empenos de una Casa” 
number over 20. Her prose works include “ Neptuno Alegorico” 
“Carta atenagorica ,” and “Respuesta a Sor Filotea de la Cruz” as 
well as devotional works. Two volumes of her works went through 
several editions in Spain during her lifetime. 


H. PROSE PHILOSOPHICAL WORKS 

The chief sources that reveal Sor Juana’s philosophical ideas are the 
“Carta” and “ Respuesta ” just mentioned, the long poem she titled 
“Primero Sueno ,” and about a dozen sonnets. The late Medieval view 
of philosophy as predominantly training in reasoning was brought 
from Spain to the New World and propagated in universities and 
monasteries. Adhering to what she was taught, Sor Juana viewed 
reality as essentially orderly, ruled gently by God and progressing to 
even greater harmony with the help of the morally good actions of 
human beings. 

I. Carta Atenagorica 

Sor Juana shows her mastery of logical argument in her critique of a 
sermon by the Portuguese Jesuit, Antonio de Vieyra, confessor to 
Queen Kristina of Sweden, that came to be called the “Carta 
Atenagorica” In 1690 the bishop of Puebla, Don Manuel Fernandez 
de Santa Cruz, asked her to comment on a Maundy Thursday sermon 
preached by the Jesuit in Lisbon. Although the “Sumulas” she 
authored have been lost, 4 this treatise shows her skill in logic and 
ability to defend her views with abundant reasons. The question 
proposed is: What was the greatest kindness of Christ? Vieyra 
presents and rejects the views of three saintly authorities and then 
defends his own choice. Sor Juana comes to the support of the three 
scholars he attacks and then offers her own opinion as to what was the 
greatest expression of Christ’s love. 

St. Augustine claimed the finest action of Christ was to die for 
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humankind; Vieyra claims it was to absent himself. Defending 
Augustine’s view, Sor Juana carefully distinguishes terminus ad quo 
from terminus ad quern, the being of God from the being of Christ, 
soul from body, means from end, and creation from conservation. 
Besides these fine distinctions, she points out that death implies 
absence. Moreover, it is false to say Christ absented Himself since 
before His death He perpetuated His presence on earth by instituting 
the Eucharist. 

The second authority, St. Thomas Aquinas, said Christ’s greatest 
kindness was to remain with us in the Eucharistic sacrament; Vieyra 
counters that it was to remain in the sacrament without the use of His 
senses. Sor Juana says the Jesuit’s argument is invalid because 
Aquinas proposes in general while Vieyra responds in specifics. 
Moreover, not to sense at all is better than to feel offenses and insults. 

The third saint, John Chrysostom, singled out as Christ’s finest 
gesture the washing of the feet of the disciples, while Vieyra says that 
the cause which moved Him to wash them is greater. Sor Juana 
defends Chrysostom, saying that such a prodigious effect actually had 
many causes. Love was Christ’s motive; however, the saint was not 
talking about love but about the courtesy which is its exterior sign. To 
Vieyra’s own view that the greatest kindness of Christ was to love 
without proportionate response, Sor Juana brings a whole arsenal of 
counter-arguments, from showing that Christ does want humankind’s 
love to proving that the greatest good of human beings is to be God¬ 
like, which is impossible unless they love God. Finally, she proposes 
her own subtle view: the greatest kindnesses of Christ are the benefits 
He does not grant humankind because He knows the evil and in¬ 
gratitude with which they will be repaid. Withholding favors is a favor 
of God-as-God and a kindness that continues forever. God restrains 
His natural goodness so people will not harm themselves by being 
ungrateful. 


2. Respuesta 

As Octavio Paz points out, Sor Juana’s view that God’s gifts are 
negative suggests a divine indifference and leaves too much up to 
human free will. Perhaps the bishop who believed that divine grace is 
humankind’s very life and freedom is its reflection was aware of these 
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implications even though he had the letter published without her 
knowledge. Then, under the pen name of Sor Filotea, he wrote her a 
letter admonishing her to abandon worldly studies and devote herself 
to the study of Sacred Scripture. Her reply, published posthumously, 
pleads eloquently for intellectual freedom and for the rights of women 
to education. In the “ Respuesta ” dated March 1, 1691, Sor Juana 
insists that she avoids writing about sacred things out of fear and 
reverence. To write about such subjects would go against what is 
considered proper for her sex and age. In her own life she studies not 
to write or to teach but only because by studying she becomes less 
ignorant. She regards sacred theology as the highest and best learning 
but claims no expertise in that holy field. Moreover, she experiences a 
dread of it which she does not feel when writing about secular subjects 
since a heresy against art is not punishable by the Inquisition. The 
narrative of her labors and triumphs in which she both defends and 
mocks her love of learning continues in this vein. The autobiographi¬ 
cal details about her voracious desire for learning, the self-discipline 
she practiced to achieve it, and the authorities she quotes are all 
designed to appeal to the reason of her accuser. She cites Doctor Arce, 
an authority on Scripture, who says that although women should not 
preach or read in public, it would be very beneficial and useful for 
them to study, write, and teach privately. How much damage would 
have been avoided in her own country, she laments, if women of old 
had been educated. 

“Women should be silent in church” is indeed a quote from 
Scripture, but Sor Juana gives numerous examples to support her 
claim that to grasp the import of the Bible requires knowledge of 
much history, customs, ceremonies, proverbs, and ways of speaking in 
bygone times. A more thought-provoking Scriptural passage is “Let a 
woman learn in silence.” If women were to be uneducated, why, she 
asks, did the Church approve the writings of Saints Gertrude, Theresa, 
and Bridget? For that matter, did the prohibition apply to Martha and 
Mary, Marcella, Mary the mother of James, and Salome in the early 
Church? 

The discipline in Sor Juana’s convent gave her more leisure for 
scholarly pursuits than was enjoyed by women in other walks of life 
and more freedom from investigations of orthodoxy than was enjoyed 
by her contemporary male religious who had the duty of instructing 
the faithful. She claims that her own inclinations were in the direction 
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of pleasing others rather than blazing new trails. Without bitterness or 
militancy she states that she was persecuted. For what? For using 
every means available to make herself less ignorant. By whom? By 
persons whom she threatened, especially her superiors. While erudi¬ 
tion is praised in learned men, Sor Juana found herself as a woman 
blamed for her learning. But she was animated to persevere in her 
scholarship by the example of wise women of whom she had read. In 
the “ Respuesta ” she names and provides thumbnail sketches of thirty- 
one distinguished women ranging from Deborah in the Old Testament, 
New Testament heroines, pagan scholars, Christian scholars, to royal 
women including the Countess of Villaumbrosa. 

Toward the end of her reply she asks whether her crime was to 
write the “Carta” But if she is being considered insolent to voice 
opinions contrary to Father Vieyra, why was not he considered 
insolent to disagree with three holy Fathers of the Church? She 
demands, “Isn’t my understanding as free as his since it springs from 
the same ground?” 5 Are his personal opinions principles of faith to be 
believed blindly? If her critique was heretical, why did not the censor 
denounce it? 


HI. PHILOSOPHICAL POETRY 
1. Sueho 

In addition to finesse in argument, Sor Juana’s writings reveal a fairly 
coherent worldview. Since verse came more naturally to her than did 
prose, it is not surprising that her views of God, humanity, and the 
world are best seen in her poem of almost a thousand hendecasyl- 
lables, the “Sueno” Written in imitation of Luis de Gongora y Argote, 
(1561-1627), it is nevertheless a reliable source for her own thoughts 
and feelings, for she says, “I have never written a single thing of my 
own volition but only in response to the requests and commands of 
others. This is so much the case that I don’t recall having written 
anything for my own pleasure except the little paper called ‘The 
Dream.’ ” 6 

The opening word, “ Piramidal ,” is a rich symbol. As the pyramid 
points to heaven, so the human mind strives to mount to the First 
Cause. Although the five human senses and imagination are the 
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corporeal foundation for knowledge, human beings have three interior 
faculties which enable them to touch heaven though they are dust. 
Humankind’s high lowliness allows it to participate in the nature of 
angels, plants, and animals. In sleep the living human clock slows 
down its well-regulated movement. Breathing continues and the brain 
receives clear exhalations alternately from the four humors. These do 
not obscure the images which the estimative sense presents to the 
imagination which, to preserve them more surely and clearly, entrusts 
them to memory. Sleep allows the phantasy room to form a variety of 
images of earthly creatures as well as to try to picture invisible 
realities. Almost separated from her corporeal chain, the soul soars 
like an eagle to the top of the high mental pyramid where she is 
elevated to a part of her own mind so sublime that she believes herself 
to be in a new region. 

Suspended, joyful, content yet amazed, the soul finds that neither 
distance nor obstacles impede her vision of all creation. Instead of 
being overwhelmed by the excess and greatness of things to be 
known, the soul considers comprehension to be possible. However, 
just as the sun causes tears to form in the eyes of the one who attempts 
to gaze directly at it, so the understanding is overcome by the immen¬ 
sity and variety of the universe. Attempting to see everything, it 
misses both the whole and its integral parts. The soul before whom 
these immense vistas open out is so astounded that she can form only 
a confused concept and formless assemblage of ideas without order or 
unity. The human mind is too small to encircle so diffuse an object. 
Discursive reasoning, not intuition, is the proper procedure for a 
rational animal. A human mind that tries to grasp all reality in a glance 
is headed for shipwreck and will find that one must stick to one 
subject or investigate one by one the things that fit into the ten 
categories. Soaring so high in dream and exalting the mental powers, 
Sor Juana’s thought remains anchored in Aristotelian philosophy. She 
does, however, call the ten categories “ artificiosas ,” ingenious, a word 
needed for the rhyme but probably also showing that she did not 
consider those categories to be eternal or self-evident. 

The human mind in non-dreaming reality cannot encompass all 
creation in a single intuition. Its procedure is to abstract and form 
universals, to reduce complexity to simplicity, to make up for this 
defect. It also forms an ascending order of concepts, disciplining its 
weak forces so as to attain the summit. This is not the Cartesian 
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method, according to which one becomes indubitably certain of God 
before one is sure of the world. Sor Juana is describing the classical 
method of proceeding from inanimate beings of the lowest class and 
secondary causes, reaching that noble creature with whom God was 
pleased as the ultimate perfection of creation. 

To judge that humankind can comprehend everything is very daring 
since experience teaches that we do not understand even the smallest 
and easiest part of the most evident natural effects. Some people give 
up and refuse to use their reason. Others instead of acknowledging 
defeat attempt to eternalize their own name, even stooping to cajolery 
and flattery. The conclusion of this exploration of human understand¬ 
ing is poignant awareness of its limitations, but not skepticism or a 
call for universal doubt. 

Through the interior pyramids of consciousness, Sor Juana has been 
seeking the First Cause, God Himself, central point from which 
everything can be understood. She dreams of going from here to 
everything contained in the circumference of her geocentric system. 
This is definitely not a report on the dark night of the soul described 
by mystics. Light comes from the human mind rather than from divine 
illumination or the beatific vision. Although this ascent promotes 
intellectual delight, it is accompanied by moral uneasiness due to 
awareness of one’s daring in the face of the danger that on these 
heights one can get lost or lead others astray. 

Sor Juana next describes the understanding as foundering on reefs 
or lost in pathless quicksand, lacking material to maintain its ardor. 
She describes the slackening involved in physiological aspects of 
dreaming, showing more than a surface acquaintance with the human 
body and the functioning of its main organs. The food that fed the 
body’s fire caused by the union of moisture and heat has been con¬ 
sumed, and the chains of sleep are loosening. The brain is emptied; 
phantasies evaporate; the morning star heralds the sun; the birds begin 
to sing. The sun rises brilliantly, imparting color to visible things and 
restoring to the external senses their operations. Now that the light is 
more constant and the world is illuminated, Sor Juana awakens. 

She seems to put her mind to sleep as she describes the increasing 
activity of the bodily members and the loveliness of earth and sky at 
dawn. How different are her last four stanzas from the morning 
prayers she and her Sisters recited daily as soon as possible after 
rising. The theme of these morning hymns is praise of the Lord of 
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creation, thanks for all His gifts, and requests for grace for the day 
ahead. In the morning of her poem, Sor Juana paints the beauty of 
stars, planets, birds, sun, sky, and light without mention of their cause, 
purpose, or future. Her restless mind has forgotten about pyramids and 
seems to be watching and enjoying the beauty of the world. 

In spite of its abstractness and lack of expressions of personal 
emotion, the “Dream” may be a revealing personal testament. Dreams 
are not communal; a dreamer is necessarily solitary. Her active mind, 
constrained by convention but apparently not unduly harried by 
demands made on her during the day, enjoys the freedom of solitude 
at night. In that rich personality which could never give itself fully to 
the life of the viceroy’s court or the Jeromite cloister there was always 
a part of her mind which watched, reflected, judged, ordered, and set 
limits to evade excesses. Factors contributing to this questioning 
stance included a natural reserve and reluctance to abandon herself 
entirely as well as her knowledge of scholastic philosophy. Pfandl’s 
Freudian interpretation of the “Dream” as linked with frustrated 
motherhood seems groundless. 7 More than likely Sor Juana was 
hungry for wider intellectual horizons and greater freedom in inves¬ 
tigating them. 

2. Sonnets 

In addition to the “Dream,” eight of Sor Juana’s sonnets are classified 
as philosophical poems. One points out the deceptions of a flattering 
painting of herself. Another 8 on the vanities of the world contains her 
personal morality captured in noteworthy antimetaboles: “I try to set 
beauty in my understanding and not set my understanding on beauty.” 
“I am happier placing riches in my mind than placing my mind on 
riches.” “I consider it better to waste the vanities of life than to waste 
life in vanities.” One poem to a rose examines how it is both a happy 
cradle and a sad grave. Another has the rose teaching that it is better to 
die while one is young and beautiful. A poem extols those who 
undertake grand projects in spite of danger while another considers 
undeserved applause to be as nefarious as insults. Hope as a 
precarious balancing scale and as a shadow sought by those who view 
everything in delightful shades of green are other themes. 

The effort to penetrate reality in the “Dream” is complemented by 
her views of God, humankind, knowledge, and values interwoven in 
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the rest of her poetry. In contrast to the views of God appearing in 
devotional writings by nuns of her period, Sor Juana’s portrayal of the 
divinity is abstract and metaphysical. She refers to God as First Cause 
and divine center, the origin and end of all things. Her characteristic 
manner of finding Him is through nature rather than ideas. 

Nature for her is comprised of species and individuals and is 
hylemorphic. She treats matter and form, soul and body, the alterna¬ 
tion of generation and corruption, the four elements, and the continua¬ 
tion of species despite the death of individuals in a very exact Scholas¬ 
tic/Aristotelian manner. She also found meaning in the Augus- 
tinian/Platonic view of the tripartite soul. Memory, understanding, and 
will are the parts. In one birthday poem she pictures them as a 
noblewoman, a doctor, and a queen concerned with the past, future, 
and present, respectively. 9 

Sor Juana speaks more frequently of the understanding than of any 
other human power. In it the divine being as well as abstracts or 
summaries of creation can be contained. A very important characteris¬ 
tic of this noble faculty is its freedom, a trait Scholastics prefer to 
attribute to will, although both intellect and will participate in free 
choice. Since understanding is superior to the senses and definitely 
individual, she wonders why she finds it so slow to mitigate pain and 
so ready to cause it. Deft in argument as she herself is, she warns that 
wisdom does not consist in inventing subtle discourses but in choosing 
what is most sound. 

Right moral choices are for Sor Juana the key to good human life. 
The law of nature is part of the law of grace, which gives divine 
precepts. Natural law is limited and imperfect, needing grace for 
illumination. Various virtues are personified and praised in her works, 
and she sometimes preaches a bit to the people to whom she writes her 
occasional poems. The highest values for her personally were wisdom, 
truth, reason, and beauty. 

An example of Sor Juana’s reasoning about moral values can be 
found in the “ decima ” which begins “A/ amor , cualquier curioso ” 
(Number 104). One kind of love is bom of choice and is rational while 
the other kind originates in domineering influence and is sensible, 
tender, natural, and affectionate. While rational love has one sovereign 
object, the other kind has a thousand divisions, depending on its 
objects. Only the love coming from understanding is worthy of 
reciprocation since it is of a more noble essence than love seeking to 
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discharge an obligation. She then proves this by reasoning about the 
logical implications of how lovers behave and justify their behavior. 
The conclusion is that love without thought cannot be a love of the 
whole soul, for understanding is a part of that very soul. 

Woman as temptress of man is a fruitful literary inspiration as 
exposed in Genesis as well as in the literature of every epoch. Man as 
tempter of woman is less frequently portrayed. Sor Juana accuses men 
fearlessly though not stridently in her most quoted poem which her 
editors classify as her only philosophical satire. It begins: 

You are foolish, men, who unjustifiably accuse 

A woman without realizing you 

Are the cause of the very thing you blame. 10 

In the tradition of romantic poetry, she continues. Men are like 
children who invoke a goblin but are terrified when it appears, or like 
persons who tarnish a mirror and then are sorry it is not clear. Men 
work industriously to overcome a woman’s resistance to their ad¬ 
vances, and when they achieve their purpose they call it frivolity. A 
woman is never right, for if she treats a man badly he complains; and 
if she loves him dearly, he makes fun of her. If she shuns him, she is 
cruel; if she accepts him, she is unchaste. How can a woman love truly 
if her disdain causes displeasure while her docility causes anger? 
Caught between anger and grief, a woman does well not to love and to 
censure. Who is more blameworthy, she who fell because of entreaty 
or the one who entreated her to fall? She who sins for pay or he who 
pays for sin? Men should either love women as they have made them 
or make them the way they desire them to be. Her parting words are: 

I establish with good ammunition 
What your pride does contest, 

For in promise and petition 

You join the devil, the world, and the flesh. 


IV. CONCLUSIONS 

Sor Juana does not experience grave difficulty in reconciling human 
limitations and failures with divine goodness and generosity in an 
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overall way, with the help of faith and the divine law. But her outlook 
exemplifies late Baroque thought. Neither the attribution of dishar¬ 
mony to personal sinful choice that was St. Augustine’s solution nor 
the serene confidence in the will’s ability to be guided by intellect that 
characterized St. Thomas’ thought nor even the exhilirating idea that 
humankind can control the world that appeared in Renaissance 
speculation predominates in Sor Juana’s writings. Rather, one senses 
tension between the conceptual framework to which she acquiesces 
and the data supplied by life. The Scholastic method did not seem to 
work in every case, and there is a suspicion that the reason for its 
inadequacy is neither an individual’s weakness nor a basic human 
impotence. Is there not a way of proceeding, are there not some ways 
of thinking, that would better satisfy a human being’s voracious desire 
to understand? Is she really exceptional in her need to leam and 
experience for herself! Without foreshadowing the Enlightenment 
tenet that understanding has no limits provided it follows a certain 
method, she emphasizes both the freedom of reason and the fruitful¬ 
ness of orderly investigation. Her own acute powers of observation 
and ability to use Latin as well as Nahuatl and black dialect with 
precision are exceptional in a person of any period. 

Although she is not a philosopher of the highest rank, Sor Juana 
habitually viewed matters from a philosophical perspective. This 
bright, passionate, ironic woman assimilated rather than merely 
memorized the philosophies she studied, and her erudition permeates 
even her religious poetry without pretense or apology. Her formidable 
analytical powers are evident in her prose and poetry, which mirror as 
well as try to embellish and elevate the life of her day. Consciousness 
of complexities of every kind disturbed her but did not lead her to 
skeptical doubt or to search for a non-rational epistemological founda¬ 
tion. For her, 

Reasoning is clouded over 

With fearful darkness; 

But who will be able to enlighten me 

If reason be blinded? 11 
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5. Damans Cudworth Masham 


LOIS FRANKEL 


This chapter begins with a brief examination of the life of Damaris 
Cudworth Masham. Section II focuses on her philosophical writing 
including her correspondence, her ideas on the relationship of faith 
and reason, her views on reason and women’s education and possible 
feminist aspects of her views on morality and epistemology. 


I. BIOGRAPHY 

Damaris Cudworth lived from January 18, 1659, to April 20, 1708, the 
daughter of Ralph Cudworth. Ralph Cudworth, a prominent member 
of the Cambridge Platonist school, was the author of the lengthy but 
unfinished treatise. The True Intellectual System of the Universe , a 
criticism of atheistic determinism. He had intended, but never ac¬ 
complished, the addition of a criticism of Calvinism. This opposition 
to Calvinism was a central tenet of the Cambridge Platonist school. 
They also considered Hobbes to be a primary philosophical opponent. 
In addition, they held that God is essentially rational and true Chris¬ 
tians ought to share in that rationality. They held also (as did Leibniz) 
that God is adjudged good based on its* works; God’s works are not 
considered good just because God performed them. Though denied 
access to higher education, as were all women of her time, Damaris 
Cudworth grew up accustomed to philosophical discourse. She shared 
many philosophical views with her father and many with Locke 
(indeed, often their views were compatible), and frequently wrote in 
defense of both their views. 1 She married Sir Francis Masham in 


* Masham used the pronoun ‘He’ when referring to God. - ed. 
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1685, and employed with their son some of Locke’s educational 
methods, apparently with great success. Replying to Molyneux, who 
wrote in praise of Locke’s educational methods on Molyneux’s son, 
Locke writes: 

the child above mentioned [Masham’s son], but nine years old in 
June last, has learnt to read and write very well, is now reading 
Quintus Curtius with his mother, understands geography and 
chronology very well and the Copemican system of our vortex, is 
able to multiply well and divide a little, and all this without ever 
having had one blow for his book. 2 


n. WORKS 

Masham’s works include A Discourse Concerning the Love of God 
(1696, a reply to John Norris’s Practical Discourses), Occasional 
Thoughts in reference to a Virtuous or Christian Life (1705), and 
correspondence with Locke and Leibniz. Locke wrote admiringly of 
Masham: 

The lady herself is so well versed in theological and philosophical 
studies, and of such an original mind, that you will not find many 
men to whom she is not superior in wealth of knowledge and ability 
to profit by it. Her judgment is excellent, and I know few who can 
bring such clearness of thought to bear upon the most abstruse 
subjects, or such capacity for searching through and solving the 
difficulties of questions beyond the range, I do not say of most 
women, but even of most learned men. From reading, to which she 
once devoted herself with much assiduity, she is now to a great 
extent debarred by the weakness of her eyes, but this defect is 
abundantly supplied by the keenness of her intellect. 3 


1. Correspondence 

Masham wrote to Locke on April 7,1688, in praise of an abridgement 
of Locke’s Essay, which he had recently published in order to elicit 
criticism and interest in the full work. Masham apologized for her 
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limited knowledge of philosophy, mentioning her poor eyesight and 
that she had been discouraged from reading philosophical books. It is 
unclear whether this discouragement was on the grounds of her failing 
sight, or because those who discouraged her considered such reading 
unsuitable for her. Nevertheless, in accord with her father, Ralph 
Cudworth’s position on the issue, she challenged Locke’s denial of 
innate ideas, suggesting that his difference with those who believed in 
such ideas was not ‘really so great as it seems’, because the 
proponents of innate ideas had not claimed that specific ideas were 
innate, but only that there was ‘an active sagacity in the soul’. 4 

Masham’s correspondence with Leibniz was primarily of a 
philosophical nature. She had sent him a copy of her father’s The True 
Intellectual System of the Universe, and wrote that “The esteem you 
express for that work pleases me very much ... and ... it is a new 
confirmation to me of the worth of that performance.” 5 Her correspon¬ 
dence with Leibniz ranged over several topics, including Leibniz’s 
Pre-Established Harmony, the relationship between mind and body, 
free will, Cudworth’s account of “plastic natures,” and her affection 
for Locke, whose “direction” she credits for the successful upbringing 
of her son. 6 

More central than her acquaintance with Leibniz was the close 
friendship - both philosophical and personal - which she maintained 
with Locke. They had enjoyed a romantic attachment prior to her 
marriage to Sir Francis Masham and continued a close friendship 
thereafter. It was at the Masham home, Oates, that Locke ended his 
days in 1704, having been a resident beginning in 1691. 

During Locke’s residency, the household was visited by Isaac 
Newton, 7 with whom Masham and Locke discussed the Bible, and 
Francis Mercury van Helmont, 8 the latter a close friend of Anne 
Conway, about whom I have written elsewhere in this volume. While 
there is no direct evidence that Conway’s work was discussed in van 
Helmont’s visit, it is not unlikely that it was. Masham had at least a 
passing acquaintance with Conway’s work through Leibniz, who 
mentions Conway in passing to Masham in a letter of December 
14/25, 1703. 9 Additionally, Ralph Cudworth’s fellow Cambridge 
Platonist Henry More was a close friend of Conway’s. 
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2. Faith and Reason 

While Anne Conway concentrated on metaphysical issues, Masham, 
though not without interest in metaphysics, 10 emphasized Christian 
theology, epistemology, and moral philosophy. On this score, her 
interests included the relationship between faith and reason, and the 
question of the morality of worldly pursuits. In particular, Masham 
wished in Occasional Thoughts to support Locke against Stilling- 
fleet 11 on the relative merits of reason and revelation. Stillingfleet had 
claimed that Locke upheld reason at the expense of revelation: 

Your answer is. That your Method of Certainty by Ideas, shakes not 
at all, nor in the least concerns the Assurance of Faith. Against this 
I have pleaded. 1. That your Method of Certainty shakes the Belief 
of Revelation in general. 2. That it shakes the Belief of Particular 
Propositions or Articles of Faith, which depend upon the Sense of 
Words contained in Scripture. 12 

Masham argues that preferring revelation alone to revelation 
scrutinized by reason will lead people to consider Christianity to be 
unreasonable, resulting either in fanaticism (“enthusiasm”) or skep¬ 
ticism. Nevertheless, she argues in Occasional Thoughts that religion 
provides the only sufficient support for virtue, based on divine reward 
and punishment. 13 Although many of the Christian rules of morality 
are, she thinks, derivable from reason and the “light of nature,” our 
passions will tend to overwhelm us without the steadying influence of 
religion and a “rational fear of God,” “experience showing us that 
natural light, unassisted by revelation, is insufficient to the ends of 
natural religion.” 14 

Religion has, I think, been rightly defined to be the knowledge how 
to please God, and thus taken, does necessarily include virtue, that 
is to say Moral Rectitude. 15 

... a farther impediment to men’s obeying the law of nature, by 
virtue of the mere light of nature; which is, that they cannot, in all 
circumstances, without revelation, make always a just estimate in 
reference to their happiness. 16 
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However, in order to believe in divinely based results of our actions, 
we must 17 have solid evidence for religious beliefs. Therefore, 
Masham objects, perhaps following her father’s opposition to dog¬ 
matism, 18 to mere rote teaching of catechism. 19 If studied only by rote, 
she argues, the pronouncements of religion often seem contrary to 
common sense. 20 But Christianity should not seem to be teaching 
doctrines contrary to reason, for the discovery of seeming absurdity 
leads people to doubt the reasonableness of religion. Women are 
especially susceptible to this doubt, not having the advantage of 
education to overcome the “ignorance or errors of their childhood.” 21 

In his chapter “Of Enthusiasm” (Essay IV.xix), added in the fourth 
edition, Locke decries “enthusiasm,” the rejection of reason in favor 
of revelation, as an attitude which 

takes away both reason and revelation, and substitutes in the room 

of them the ungrounded fancies of a man’s own brain, and assumes 

them for a foundation both of opinion and conduct. 22 

Locke adds that reason and revelation are not so opposed as the 
enthusiasts believe, but are instead closely related, reason being 
“natural revelation” and revelation “natural reason enlarged by a new 
set of discoveries communicated by God immediately.” 23 While 
genuine revelation is absolutely true and certain, we must first be 
certain of having received a revelation, and such certainty must be 
more than “ungrounded persuasion” of our own minds. 24 It must at 
least “be conformable to the principles of reason” or be attended with 
outward signs, such as miracles, of revelation. 25 

In support of Locke, Masham reiterates his claims that revelation 
may provide rational grounds for belief, 26 but that reason must be 
employed in order to determine whether a revelation has indeed 
occurred. No revelation could be contrary to reason. 27 In this position, 
she is in accord with the Cambridge Platonist view that God is 
essentially rational and good Christians ought to share in that 
rationality. 

3. Women, Education and Reason 

When examining the works of long-ignored women philosophers, 
particularly those women who lived during times when philosophy 
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was considered an inappropriate occupation for women, one is moved 
to look for evidence of feminist attitudes. One first looks for such 
fairly obvious indications as protests about women’s lot in life. These 
abound in Masham’s work, as we shall see in this section. In addition, 
more subtle manifestations of feminism might be found, depending on 
one’s interpretation of feminism: Is it meaningful, for example, to 
speak of epistemology, ethics, theology, or metaphysics as capable of 
being informed by feminism? We will consider this possibility in 
section 4. 

Explicit feminist claims are found in several of Masham’s argu¬ 
ments: First, she objects to the inferior education accorded women, 
but primarily on the grounds that such inferior education (a) makes 
them unfit to educate their children properly, and (b) conduces to 
impiety in women and their children, because those not properly 
educated will believe in Christianity out of habit, or rote, rather than 
out of understanding, and therefore will be unable to defend their faith 
against any doubts with which they may be confronted. Before 
condemning the weakness (by late twentieth-century standards) of the 
feminism expressed in her arguments, however, we ought to consider 
her times and audience. 

For if Christianity be a religion from God, and women have souls to 
be saved as well as men; to know what this religion consists in, and 
to understand the grounds on which it is to be received, can be no 
more than necessary knowledge to a woman, as well as to a man: 
Which necessary knowledge is sufficient to enable any one so far to 
answer to the opposers or corrupters of Christianity .. .. 28 

Masham laments the fact that women of her time were discouraged 
from intellectual endeavors. Being barred from formal higher educa¬ 
tion was a major impediment which she herself must have felt. Young 
women of the upper classes were kept busy with social diversions, so 
that they had no time to spend on the improvement of their understand¬ 
ing. 29 Masham has nothing to say of women of other classes, but they 
were obviously barred from intellectual activity also. Even though 
Masham herself was encouraged in her studies by her father, Locke, 
and Leibniz, it appears to be a somewhat indulgent, paternalistic 
encouragement given by learned men to an exceptional woman of 
leisure. In general, however, she notes that women are dependent on 
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the good opinions of men, and blames the attitudes of men who, for 
the most part, were not over fond of learning themselves, and thus 
threatened by educated women, for this sorry state of affairs: 

The improvements of reason, however requisite to ladies for their 
accomplishment, as rational creatures; and however needful to them 
for the well educating of their children, and to their being useful in 
their families, yet are rarely any recommendation of them to men; 
who foolishly thinking, that money will answer to all things, do, for 
the most part, regard nothing else in the woman they would marry: 
and not often finding what they do not look for, it would be no 
wonder if their offspring should inherit no more sense than them¬ 
selves... girls, betwixt silly fathers and ignorant mothers, are 
generally so brought up, that traditionary opinions are to them, all 
their lives long, instead of reason. 30 

Thus wretchedly destitute of all that knowledge which they ought 
to have, are (generally speaking) our English gentlemen: And being 
so, what wonder can it be, if they like not that women should have 
knowledge; for this is a quality that will give some sort of super¬ 
iority even to those who care not to have it? 31 

As for other science, it is believed so improper for, and is indeed so 
little allowed them, that it is not to be expected from them: but the 
cause of this is only the ignorance of men. 32 

Second, Masham objects to the double standard of morality imposed 
on men and women, and especially to the claim that women’s ‘virtue’ 
consists primarily in chastity. 33 Masham objects to this as insufficient, 
seeing chastity as a low-level necessary condition, without which a 
woman would be “contemptible,” 34 and opposes its being considered 
“the chief merit [women] are capable of having.” 35 To regard chastity 
in this way, she argues, lowers women’s self-esteem or makes them 
think men unjust. She also points out that being over-proud of one’s 
chastity leads to being conceited. 

To bring out but one instance more of the commands of Christ 
being complied with but so far only, as they do comply with some 
other rule preferred thereto by such as yet pretend to be Christians; 
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chastity (for example) is, according to the Gospel, a duty to both 
sexes, yet a transgression herein, even with the aggravation of 
wronging another man, and possibly a whole family thereby, is 
ordinarily talked as lightly of, as if it was but a peccadillo in a 
young man, although a far less criminal offense against duty in a 
maid shall in the opinion of the same persons brand her with 
perpetual infamy: The nearest relations often times are hardly 
brought to look upon her after such a dishonor done by her to their 
family; whilst the fault of her more guilty brother finds but a very 
moderate reproof from them; and in a little while, it may be, 
becomes the subject of their mirth and raillery. And why still is this 
wrong placed distinction made, but because there are measures of 
living established by men themselves according to a conformity, or 
disconformity with which, and not with the precepts of Jesus 
Christ, their actions are measured, and judged of? 36 

Here Masham has reminded the reader that conventional moral and 
religious teaching is not always in accord with rational Christianity. 
True virtue is action in accord with “right reason” or the gospel, which 
are “one and the same, differently promulged,” 37 not the exact 
observance of custom or civil institutions. 38 Virtue is not just follow¬ 
ing the rules, as religion is not just reciting the catechism. Both require 
the proper employment of the understanding. 

4. Epistemology, Feminism and Moral Philosophy 

It has been argued recently by Nancy Chodorow 39 and Carol 
Gilligan 40 that the ‘male experience’ resulting from child-rearing 
practices in our society conduces to males defining their masculinity 
in terms of separation and detachment, while the same practices 
provide a ‘female experience’ leading females to define themselves in 
terms of relation and connection. These self-definitions, Gilligan 
argues, shape our moral life, females making decisions in terms of 
relationships, males making them in terms of rules and abstractions. 41 
Nancy Holland 42 has extended these theories to epistemology, 
pointing out the atomistic structure of Locke’s epistemology, where 
simple ideas are combined to form all other ideas, including ideas of 
substance and of relations, and abstract general ideas. Holland sees 
this as exemplifying the “repression of relation and connection that 
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Chodorow describes as characteristic of male experience.” 43 While I 
am not entirely convinced of the Chodorow/Gilligan thesis - the claim 
of a universal ‘female experience’ and ‘male experience’ is supported 
primarily by anecdotal evidence and psychoanalytic theory - it 
nevertheless suggests criteria for identifying ‘feminine’, if not neces¬ 
sarily feminist, approaches to philosophy: We look for appeals to 
relation and rejection of atomism, and find some in Masham’s work. 

The Discourse on the Love of God , Masham’s other published 
book, is a response to John Norris’s Practical Discourses , the latter 
based on the Principles of Malebranche. Masham particularly objects 
to Norris’s claim that we ought not to love creatures at all, because 
doing so is incompatible with loving God. She argues that love of 
creatures is a necessary prerequisite to the love of God, that Norris’s 
and Malebranche’s arguments are insufficient and even injurious to 
piety, and that one can love creatures and God without any incom¬ 
patibility. In this passage, Masham responds to Norris’s claims 
(indicated by Masham’s italics): 

But another reason, besides the narrowness of our capacities, Why 
we cannot divide our love between God and the creature, is, 
because we cannot love either of them, but upon such a principle as 
must utterly exclude the love of the other, which is thus offered to 
be made out: We must not love any thing but what is our true Good: 
There can be but one thing that is so: And that must be either God, 
or the creature , 

What is our True Good , he tells us is that which can both deserve 
and reward our love . But certainly whatever is a good to us, is a 
true good ; once whatever pleases us, pleases us: And our love, 
which he says is to be deserved and rewarded , is nothing else but 
that disposition of mind, which we find in our selves towards any 
thing with which we are pleased. So that to tell us, that we must not 
love any thing but what is our True [Good]; Is as much as to say, 
that we must not be pleased with anything but what pleases us; 
which it is likely we are not in danger of. 44 

Here we see Masham objecting to Norris’s dualistic and atomistic 
thinking with regard to the sharing of love between God and creatures. 
Such an objection could, by the criteria discussed above, be con- 
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sidered feminist. 

Male philosophers have traditionally associated women with 
nature, the earth, the body, and everyday or ‘worldly’ things in 
general, while associating men with God, the spirit, and ‘other¬ 
worldly’ things. One form of feminist response might be to reject such 
dualistic stereotypes; another, which Masham embraces to a limited 
extent, is to rehabilitate the female side of the dichotomy, rejecting 
some of the more austere values embedded in patriarchal systems. 
Masham objects to any strong proscriptions against loving ‘the world’, 
arguing that only ‘inordinate’ love of the world conflicts with our duty 
to God. Here she is in accord with her father’s emphasis on the virtues 
of “the good of the system” and “public-spiritedness” - the social life, 
as opposed to the contemplative life advocated by Norris. 45 

[Sjuch declamations as are sometimes made against pleasure 
absolutely (not the irregular pursuit of it) as if pleasure was in its 
own nature, a false, and deceitful, not a real and solid good, have 
produced this ill effect, that many from the absurdity hereof are 
confirmed in an evil indulgence of their appetities, as if to gratify 
these was indeed the truest wisdom of a rational creature .. ,. 46 
That happiness consisting in pleasure, we are so much the happier 
as we enjoy more pleasure must unquestionably be found true; but 
that the gratification of men’s desires and appetites cannot therefore 
be that which should always, as they are rational agents, determine, 
or regulate their actions in pursuit of happiness, is no less evident; 
in that we perceive our selves, and the things to which we have 
relation, to be so framed, and constituted in respect one of another, 
that the gratification of our present desires and appetites, does 
sometimes for a short, or small pleasure, procure to us a greater and 
more durable pain. 47 

[T]he love of pleasure implanted in us (if we faithfully pursue it in 
preferring always that which will, on the whole, procure to us the 
most pleasure) can never mislead us from the observance of the law 
of reason: and that this law enjoins only a right regulation of our 
natural desire of pleasure, to the end of our obtaining the greatest 
happiness that we are capable of: so that there is an inseparable 
connection, or relation of moral good and evil, with our natural 
good, and evil. 48 
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Finally, rejecting the patriarchal preference for pure power (activity is 
preferred to passivity, existence to nonexistence, strength to weakness, 
rigidity to flexibility), Masham argues that God is not to be loved 
simply because it is our creator, and more powerful than we, but 
because God is good and the source of our happiness. Mere existence 
is not necessarily a good thing, for the damned and many unhappy 
people in this world do not consider it so. We should worship not just 
the author of our existence, but the author of our happiness. 49 Thus, 
things in this world must be worthy of love in order that their creator, 
which must be more perfect than its creations, 50 may be worthy of our 
greatest love. 51 In other words, worship and love are due only to a 
being deemed worthy of it, not to a being which is merely powerful 
and our creator: 

For God as powerful (which is all we should know of him, con¬ 
sidered barely as a creator) is no more an object of love than of 
hate, or fear; and is truly an object only of admiration. It seems 
therefore plain, that if any could be without the love of the crea¬ 
tures, they would be without the love of God also: For as by the 
existence of the creatures, we come to know there is a creator; so by 
their loveliness it is that we come to know that of their author, and 
to love him. 52 

The claim that the positions discussed in this section constitute a 
feminist approach to the issues involved, or represent a particularly 
‘feminine’ perspective, depends on accepting something like the 
Chodorow/Gilligan thesis, which requires more discussion than is 
possible here. Nevertheless, it is clear that Masham’s calls for im¬ 
proved education for women and an end to the double standard 
regarding chastity represent at least a limited feminist orientation. And 
perhaps that is the most that we can expect from a woman of her 
times. 


HI. CONCLUSIONS 

In her writings, Masham analyzed the relationship between faith and 
reason, and the question of the morality of worldly pursuits. She 
supported Locke against Stillingfleet on the relative merits of reason 
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and revelation. Masham objected to the inferior education accorded 
women and the double standard of morality imposed on men and 
women. She rejected certain aspects of patriarchal metaphysical 
systems by urging that love of God be grounded in love of that which 
is the source of our happiness, rather than in love of the powerfulness 
of a creator. Damaris Cudworth Masham lived her life in a philosophi¬ 
cally rich environment in which she and other noted philosophers 
discussed metaphysics, theology, epistemology, and moral 
philosophy. Her contributions to these subject areas of philosophy 
merit considerable additional discussion. 
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6. Mary Astell 


KATHLEEN M. SQUADRITO 


I. BIOGRAPHY 

Mary Astell, seventeenth-century English philosopher, was bom in 
Newcastle on November 12, 1666. Although she was a well-known 
Platonist during her time, the facts about her life and works are 
relatively obscure. A short account of her life and influence is 
recorded by Ballard in his Memoirs of Several Ladies of Great Britain 
(1752). 1 The only major biography was written by Florence Smith in 
1916. 2 According to Smith, the material presented by Ballard is often 
based on mmor. Many of the conclusions which Smith draws in 
contradiction to Ballard are based solely upon single ambiguous 
statements made by Astell. The accuracy of information about Mary 
Astell’s early education is therefore questionable. 

Astell’s family was prominent in commercial affairs. Her father, 
Peter Astell, was hostman of Newcastle and was assigned the duty of 
entertaining merchants and supervising their sales. Her uncle, Ralph 
Astell, curate of St. Nicholas in 1667, is credited with her early 
education. Since he died when Mary Astell was thirteen, it is assumed 
that a good deal of her education can be attributed to a wide range of 
reading. The Astell family maintained a strong tradition of loyalty to 
both the church and the King. They also upheld a tradition of loyalty 
to educational ideals. 

Astell’s father died in 1678 and her mother, Mary Errington, in 
1684. After the breakup of her home Mary Astell left for London. 
According to a letter from Thomas Birch to Ballard, she settled with 
Lady Catherine Jones in Chelsea. Lady Catherine was prominent in 
court circles and introduced Mary Astell to a number of influential and 
well-educated women who shared an interest in changing the status of 
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women. The traditional view that Mary Astell was a recluse was 
probably based on her later ill health. She took an intimate part in the 
life of Chelsea. As her reputation grew, her home took on the charac¬ 
ter of a salon. Discussions usually concerned philosophy, religious 
controversies and education for women. As Smith reports, the 

‘great Mr. Locke’ she knew and respected, however much she 
might refuse to accept his opinions. She had dared to oppose Swift, 
Steele, Defoe, but she commented only on their political writings 
and activities. 3 

Among Astell’s circle of friends was Elizabeth Elstob, the Anglo- 
Saxon scholar, and Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. A first edition of the 
Serious Proposal To The Ladies was autographed and presented to 
Lady Mary by Astell. Lady Anne Coventry of Smithfield, author of 
Meditations and Reflections Moral and Divine , was interested in 
Astell’s plans for a woman’s college. 


II. WORKS 

Mary Astell’s first published work, A Serious Proposal To The Ladies 
For the Advancement of their True and greatest Interest (1694), was 
followed by part two in 1697. The work was well-received and went 
through several editions. In 1695, at the request of John Norris, 
Astell’s correspondence with Norris was published as a text entitled 
Letters Concerning the Love of God . In 1700 she published Some 
Reflections Upon Marriage . From 1704 to 1705 several of Astell’s 
pamphlets dealing with political and religious controversy appeared in 
print. In 1705 she published a summary of her religious and educa¬ 
tional theories in The Christian Religion As Profess'd by a Daughter 
of the Church of England. In 1729 her health began to decline. Shortly 
before her death she refused to see friends and spent her days in 
religious meditation. Mary Astell died from cancer on May 11, 1731. 
She was buried in the churchyard at Chelsea on May 14. 

The authorship of An Essay In Defence of the Female Sex (1696), a 
work generally attributed to Mary Astell until 1913, is still a subject of 
controversy. In 1913 Professor A.H. Upham contended that the 
subject matter of the essay was inconsistent with ideas expressed in 
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Astell’s other works. The essay appeared to be more consistent with a 
group of French pamphlets that were popular in England at the time. 
In the 1738 edition of Bayle’s Dictionary , three pamphlets are listed 
as among Astell’s “other works”; the Essay is not mentioned. Accord¬ 
ing to Smith, even though the publication of one edition in Newcastle 
would tend toward the ascription to Mary Astell, a copy mentioned in 
a list of publications of E. Curll, a bookseller, ascribes the work to 
Mrs. Drake. The ascription is confirmed by a note in the British 
Museum copy “By Mrs. Drake.” However, since no relation between 
the Essay and any of the French pamphlets has been established, the 
work is still to be found listed among the writings of Mary Astell. 

Given the disrespect with which women were held in the seven¬ 
teenth century, Astell preferred to remain obscure. Her works were 
published anonymously. Ballard notes that “Notwithstanding her great 
care to conceal herself, her name was soon discovered and made 
known to several learned persons.” 4 Her work was generally respected 
by most scholars. In his preface to the Letters , Norris comments: 

... so great and noble is the subject, and so admirable both your 
thoughts and expressions upon it; such choiceness of matter, such 
weight of sense, such art and order of contrivance, such clearness 
and strength of reasoning, such beauty of language, such address of 
stile. 

Norris shared the opinion of many other theologians and philosophers 
that 


... the learned authoress hath with great dexterity and success 
retorted Mr. Locke’s metaphysical artillery against himself, 
confuted his Whimsical Idea of Thinking matter, and given him a 
genteel foil. 5 

Astell was usually referred to as the “Philosophical Lady.” But in spite 
of her philosophical reputation, her suggestion for a woman’s college 
made her the subject of the leading satirists of the day. 

Astell’s reputation in philosophy did not survive the particular 
metaphysical and religious controversies of the seventeenth century. 
Historically, she has been recognized for her educational and feminist 
theory. The first reference to her work is found in John Evelyn’s 
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Numismata , 1697. A subsequent biographical reference appears in one 
of the supplemental volumes to Bayle’s Historical Dictionary. The 
1738 reference appears in a note to a discussion of John Norris. Given 
Ballard’s difficulty in obtaining material for his biography of 1752, it 
is reasonable to conclude that Astell’s reputation had died out. 
Although Ballard found a widespread lack of interest in his Memoirs , 
his text did revive some interest in the writings of women. By 1766 
Mary Astell’s name appeared regularly in biographies that were 
devoted to the works of women. Her reputation continued to grow as 
the feminist movement developed in the nineteenth century. 


III. RELIGIOUS EPISTEMOLOGY AND WOMEN 
1. Condition of Women 

According to Smith, “it may not be entirely unfair to lay claim to 
Mary Astell, with Ballard, as the first defender of ‘the rights and 
privileges of her sex.’ ” 6 Although she fully supported the New 
Testament and defended the Christian religion, she argued for the 
conn of Ciaitical and educational rights of 
women. In the Christian Religion she complains, 

... the sphere alloted to us women, who are subjects, allows us no 
room to serve our country either with our Council or our lives. We 
have no authority to Preach vertue or to Punish vice, as we have not 
the guilt of Establishing Iniquity by Law, neither can we execute 
Judgment and Justice. 7 

Astell attributes this oppressive condition to male arrogance and pride. 
In order to combat oppression and to be true Christians, women need 
to be educated and instructed in proper methods of reasoning. A 
Christian woman, she says, 

... must not be a Child in Understanding ; she must serve GOD with 
Understanding as well as with Affection . 8 

Contrary to the popular opinion that women should not question 
religious propositions, Astell asserts: 
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If God had not intended that Women shou’d use their Reason, He 
wou’d not have given them any, for He does nothing in vain. 9 

She points out that she is a Christian and member of the Church of 
England not because of custom or conformity to her parents’ ideology, 
but because she has examined the doctrines of Christianity. Astell 
urges women to avoid being overly concerned with matters relating to 
the body. The good of the mind, she contends, is 

infinitly preferable to the good of the body; Spiritual Advantages to 
Temporal; and Temporal are to be valued among themselves in 
proportion as they contribute to Spiritual and Eternal. 10 

Astell shared Lady Mary’s opinion that in no part of the world were 
women treated with so much contempt as in England. In the seven¬ 
teenth century schools for women were limited in number and the 
curriculum confined to music, dancing, embroidery and singing. 
Women were encouraged to exhibit obedience to authority, to keep 
silent in church and to study only the art of household management. 
The tradition of denying educational opportunities to women and of 
stifling their intelligence prompted Mary Astell to write A Serious 
Proposal To The Ladies . In the first part of this work Astell argues 
that women are just as capable of education as men. Her proposal was 
to erect a monastery, a religious retirement for women. “For here,” 
says Astell, “those who are sick of the vanity of the world and its 
impertinencies, may find more substantial and satisfying entertain¬ 
ments and need not be confin’d to what they justly loath.” Astell’s 
proposed school would have given women a curriculum similar to that 
offered to men, viz ., the study of science, philosophy, religion and 
languages. She points out that one great end of this institution would 
be “to influence the rest of the Sex, that Women may no longer pass 
for those little useless and impertinent animals,” to 

expel that cloud of ignorance which custom has involv’d us in, to 
furnish our minds with a stock of solid and useful knowledge. 11 

Astell complains that most women quit the substance for the shadow, 
reality for appearance, and embrace those things which if understood 
they should hate. They become less than human simply because they 



92 Mary Astell 


desire to be admired by men. According to Astell, women should seek 
virtue and seek the admiration of God rather than that of humans. 

2. Women, Epistemology and Reason 

The second part of the Serious Proposal addresses the philosophical 
methodology necessary for achieving intellectual goals. Astell 
employs Platonic and Cartesian theory in addition to Locke’s view of 
simple ideas and judgment. She contends that the most noble pleasure 
is the search for truth. The method of seeking truth is Cartesian: 

not to judge of anything which we don’t Apprehend; to suspend our 
assent till we see just Cause to gie it, and to determine nothing till 
the Strength and Clearness of the Evidence oblige us to it. To 
withdraw our selves as much as may be from Corporeal things, that 
pure Reason may be heard the better; to make use of our Senses for 
which they are designed and fitted, the preservation of the body, but 
not to depend on their Testimony in our Enquiries after Truth. 12 

According to Astell, all truth is “Antient, as being from Eternity in the 
Divine Ideas” and is only new with respect to our discoveries. 13 
Athough she was greatly influenced by Locke, she nonetheless argued 
for the existence of innate ideas as well as the equal capacity of men 
and women to understand such ideas. Like Descartes and Locke, she 
argues that intuition is the best source of her knowledge. She finds that 
the difference in reasoning ability between one person and another lies 
in the accumulation or the number of simple ideas and the disposition 
of such ideas in terms of order. Among the rules Astell suggests that 
women follow in the search for knowledge is to begin with simple 
ideas and simple objects and to ascend by degrees to knowledge of 
more complex things. Like Locke, she also insists that we judge no 
further than we perceive and not accept anything as true which is not 
evidently known to be so. 14 In some cases it is proper to be content 
with probability rather than certainty. She contends that ideas may be 
considered wrong or false when they have no conformity to the real 
nature of things. Properly speaking, it is not the idea but the judgment 
that is false. Astell does not bother to address arguments concerning 
the epistemological or ontological status of ideas. She tells us simply 
that by the term ‘idea’ “we sometimes understand in general all that 
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which is the immediate Object of the Mind, whatever it Perceives; and 
in this large Sense it may take in all thought, all that we are any ways 
capable of Discerning.” 15 She holds a representative theory of 
knowledge in which the term ‘idea’ is “more strictly taken for that 
which represents to the Mind some Object distinct from it, whether 
Clearly or Confusedly.” 16 

Astell cautions women to regulate the will and govern the passions. 
She contends that the true and proper pleasure of human nature 
consists in exercising dominion over the body and governing passion 
according to right reason. The principal cause of error is judgement 
prior to obtaining clear and distinct ideas: “The First and Principal 
thing therefore to be observed in all Operations of the Mind is, That 
we determine nothing about those things of which we have not a Clear 
Idea, and as Distinct as the Nature of the Subject will permit, for we 
cannot properly be said to Know any thing which does not Clearly and 
Evidently appear to us.” 17 Astell accepts Descartes’ definition of 
clarity and distinctness. 18 Given this definition she argues that we 
have a clear, but not a distinct, idea of God and of our own souls. She 
agrees with Locke that not all truths are equally evident because of the 
limitations of the human mind. 

3. Marriage and Subjection of Women 

Astell’s proposal was intended to provide women with a viable option 
to marriage. In Some Reflections Upon Marriage she contends that if 
better care were taken than usual in women’s education, 

... marriage might recover the Dignity and Felicity of its original 

Institution; and Men be very happy in a married State. 19 

Marriage fails because most men do not seek the proper qualifications 
in a spouse. She points out that it makes no difference if a man marries 
for money or for the love of beauty. In either case, the man does not 
act according to reason, but is governed by irregular appetites. Women 
should not marry because they think that it is their duty, nor should 
they marry to please friends or to escape the hardships of life. A 
woman must distinguish between truth and appearance, between solid 
and apparent good. If she does so she 
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... has found out the Instability of all earthly Things, and won’t any 
more be deceived by relying on them; can discern who are the 
Flatterers of her Fortune, and who the Admirers and Encouragers of 
her Vertue; accounting it no little Blessing to be rid of those 
Leeches, who hung upon her only for their own Advantage. 20 

Men must choose qualities in a woman that relate to the soul and 
spiritual values. Astell appeals for as much equality in marriage as 
possible. She finds subjection to have no end or purpose other than to 
enhance the pride and vanity of those who have power. If all men are 
bom free, how is it, she says, 

... that all Women are bom Slaves? As they must be, if the being 
subjected to the inconstant, uncertain, arbitrary Will of Men, be the 
perfect Condition of Slavery ? 

According to Astell, men practice the type of arbitrary dominion in 
their families which they abhor and exclaim against in the state. If 
arbitrary power is an improper method of governing people it “ought 
not to be practis’d any where.” 21 

Astell constmes the biblical curse on women as a prediction rather 
than a command from God. With regard to Paul’s argument for 
women’s subjection from the reason of things (1 Tim. 2:13), Astell 
retorts: 

... it must be confess’d, that this (according to the vulgar Interpreta¬ 
tion) is a very obscure Place, and I should be glad to see a Natural, 
and not a Forc’d Interpretation given of it by those who take it 
Literally: Whereas if it be taken allegorically, with respect to the 
Mystical Union between Christ and his Church ... the Difficulties 
vanish. For the Earthly Adam’s being form’d before Eve , seems as 
little to prove her Natural Subjection to him, as the living Creatures, 
Fishes, Birds, Beasts being form’d before them both, proves that 
Mankind must be subject to these Animals. 22 

She goes on to point out that female prophets and strong women are 
often mentioned and admired in scripture. 
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IV. EPISTEMOLOGY AND RELIGIOUS KNOWLEDGE 

1. Reason and Revelation 

In The Christian Religion , Astell presents versions of the ontological, 
cosmological and teleological arguments for the existence of God. She 
argues that since God is the most perfect being it would be contradic¬ 
tory to assume that He does not exist. Self-existence, she contends, “is 
such a Perfection as necessarily includes all other Perfections.” 23 She 
goes on to address questions concerning the mysteries of Christianity. 
Astell agrees with those who claim that the Bible contains many 
mysteries, but concludes that the Christian religion is very “far from 
being Dark and affectedly Mysterious ; its revelations are as clear and 
as plain as the sublimity of the matter will admit.” 24 She points out 
that no one would suggest that mathematics is an obscure and mys¬ 
terious science, yet some of its theorems appear as abstruse and 
mysterious as some doctrines in the Gospel. According to Astell, the 
reasonableness of Christianity consists in two “great truths,” (1) that 
there is not anything so reasonable as to believe all that God has 
revealed and to practice his commandments, (2) that God has given 
such proofs and evidences as are sufficient to satisfy any reasonable 
person that the Christian religion is a divine revelation. 25 

2. Whether Matter Can Think 

Although Astell seems to think that Locke aligned himself with the 
Socinians, she prefers not to accuse him of this, but rather, to refute 
his claims that appear to support Socinianism. She criticizes his lack 
of interest in supporting the doctrine of the Trinity, a truth, she says, 
“which is absolutely requir’d to be believed to make any one a 
Christian.” 26 Locke’s claim that God could give matter the power of 
thinking was subject to ridicule by many seventeenth-century 
theologians and philosophers. A good deal of the Christian Religion is 
devoted to showing that Locke’s claim involves logical inconsis¬ 
tencies. 

Astell claims that given the incongruity between thought and 
extension, it is evident that body cannot think. The ideas of thought 
and extension, she argues, are two completely different ideas and have 
different properties and affections. They may be considered without 
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any relation to, or dependence, on each other. To be distinct from a 
thing, she says, 

... is all one as not to be this Thing, so that since Thought and 
Extension are Distinct and Different in their own Natures, as we 
have seen, ‘tis evident that a Thinking Being can’t be Extended, 
and that an Extended Being does not, cannot Think any more than a 
Circle can have the Properties of a Triangle, or a Triangle those of a 
Circle. 27 


According to Astell, there cannot be anything in a being that is not 
contained in the idea of this being. Since thought is not contained in 
the idea of body, she concludes that matter cannot think. 

Astell cites certain passages from Locke’s Essay and his letters to 
Bishop Stillingfleet as being inconsistent with his contention that it is 
not impossible for God to give parcels of matter the power of thinking. 
“This Judicious Writer,” she says, “tells us ‘That in some of our Ideas 
there are certain Relations, Habitudes, and Connexions so visibly 
included in the nature of the Ideas themselves, that we cannot con¬ 
ceive them separable from them, by any power whatsoever .” She takes 
Locke’s example of a triangle as analogous to the case of thinking 
matter. According to Locke, the idea of a triangle necessarily includes 
an equality of its angles to two right ones. Astell asserts: 

But now shou’d I with weak Reason and Strong Imagination affirm, 
That God may give to this Triangle the Property of including no 
Space, or of being equal to a Square; say, that He may according to 
the good Pleasure of His Omnipotency, give it a speaking , a 
walking , or a dancing Faculty , and make it able to Eat and Drink; 
shou’d I tell our Ingenious Author That to deny God's Power in 
this case, only because he can’t Conceive the manner how, is no 
less than an Insolent Absurdity; and a limiting the Power of the 
Omnipotent Creator. 28 

She concludes that to say that a square is a triangle, or that an ex¬ 
tended Substance is a Thinking substance, is as contradictory as to say 
that motion is rest. 

If Locke had considered the essence of body to be extension and the 
essence of mind to be thought, Astell’s criticisms would have been 
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valid. However, Locke regards thinking and extension as modes of 
substance and not their defining properties. Given Locke’s view, 
matter and thought are not incompatible. Astell apparently holds a 
Cartesian view of thought and extension as defining properties or the 
essence of substance. On that view, which Astell does not question, 
the two are incompatible. 

3. Whether God Is the Efficient Cause of Pain and Pleasure 

Astell tends to be critical of any philosophy such as Locke’s that does 
not recognize the Ideal. Although she praises Norris, her Letters are 
primarily critical and address the specific issue of efficient causality. 
Astell agrees with Norris that God is the only efficient cause of all our 
sensations and that God is the sole object of our love. However, she 
contends that unacceptable conclusions follow from his principles. If 
God is the object of love because He is the only efficient cause of our 
pleasure, as Norris contends, it will follow, she says, 

... either that the being the Cause of our Pleasure is not the true and 
proper Reason why that Cause should be the Object of our Love, 
(for the Author of our Pain has as good a Title to our Love as the 
Author of our Pleasure;) or else, if nothing be the Object of our 
Love but what does us Good, then something else does us Good, 
besides what causes Pleasure. 29 

Norris replies that pain is an effect of God, “yet it is not after the same 
manner the Effect of God as Pleasure is. Pleasure is the natural, 
genuine and direct Effect of God , but Pain comes from him only 
indirectly and by Accident.” According to Norris, God wills our 
pleasure as we are “Creatures, and our Pain only as we are Sinners.” 30 
Astell considers this reply a resolution to the difficulty. She goes on to 
explain her philosophy of sensation to Norris. When the understanding 
and will deviates from the order and perfection of their nature and are 

“destitute of their proper good,” mental pain results. 

According to Astell, mental pain is the only proper evil of a person, 

... both because the Mind being the Man, nothing is truly and 
properly his Good or Evil, but as it respects his Mind; as also 
because so long as he is under it, ‘tis impossible for him to enjoy 
any degree of real Happiness.’ 
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God is not regarded as the author of this pain. It is due to human folly. 
Astell goes on to distinguish the inferior part of the soul from the 
superior part, explaining that disagreeable modifications (pain) exist in 
the inferior part, “that which is exercis’d about objects of sense” and 
not in the superior part, “the Understanding and Will.” 31 Given this 
distinction, pain is not considered to be a real evil to that which is 
properly the person. 


V. CONCLUSIONS 

Since Astell was unable to arouse a wide enough interest in her 
proposal for a woman’s college, she attempted to establish a charity 
school for girls in Chelsea. The school was established in 1729 by 
Lady Catherine Jones and other friends. Astell’s ultimate educational 
goal was to train women to have logical grounds for religious belief 
and practice. She was critical of custom only insofar as it stood in the 
way of this goal. 

As Smith points out, it is difficult to determine Astell’s influence 
on the next generation, since the influence was not exactly that of one 
individual, but of the developing ideology of an age. Astell most 
certainly contributed to the goal of women’s intellectual and economic 
independence. Her philosophical works are an important part of 
seventeenth-century debate. 
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7. Catharine Trotter Cockbum 1 


MARY ELLEN WAITHE 


I. BIOGRAPHY 

Catharine Trotter was bom August 16, 1679, of Scots parentage. Her 
father, a sea captain, died when Catharine was young. Although not 
raised in favorable circumstances, she was, according to Edmund 
Gosse, a child prodigy, who learned French, Latin, Greek, and logic. 2 
An early student of works of great literature and philosophy, Trotter 
was mostly self-taught. She was forced to support herself since 
adolescence and earned early fame as a playwright. So popular was 
she that clergy and aristocracy alike subscribed in advance to her 
plays. When she read Thomas Burnet’s anonymously published 
criticism of Locke’s Essay , she wrote a systematic defense of Locke’s 
epistemology. She was only twenty years old at the time. One gets the 
impression of a tremendously talented intellect, analytical as a 
philosopher, yet creative as a playwright. Though she is gifted, so also 
is she brave in publicly defending her choices, whether that choice be 
to convert, to marry a poor clergyman, or to produce a play about 
political intrigues in Sweden. She did not seek conflict, yet in defend¬ 
ing Locke’s epistemology, she came on the receiving end of public 
criticism and mockery. Someone even made her the insincere, feather- 
headed major character in a farcical play. 

Catharine Trotter Cockbum was the author of five dramatic works. 
Her first play, Agnes de Castro , was produced at Dmry Lane in 
1695-6, when she was only seventeen years old. Agnes de Castro was 
based on a legendary character who appeared in the theatre of Spain’s 
“Golden Age.” 3 According to Kendall, 

Trotter’s main source was, without question, the 1688 novel by 
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Aphra Behn. The History of Agnes de Castro by Behn seems to be a 

faithful translation of a French novel by Mile, de Brillac. 

Agnes de Castro , like her Fatal Friendship , which appeared in 1698, 
deals with love and friendship. According to Kendall 4 Olinda’s 
Adventures is a thinly fictionalized autobiography. Published in 1718, 
this work depicts Trotter as a young, adventurous woman, aware and 
proud of her intellect and wit, who is given to passionate relationships 
with men and women alike. Trotter’s self-portrait ends at age sixteen, 
two years prior to Burnet’s publication of his first attack on Locke. 
Her enormously successful play, Fatal Friendship , was produced in 
1698. In 1700 Trotter’s Love at a Loss was produced, followed by the 
production of her Unhappy Penitent and the completion of her defense 
of Locke in 1701. Several years later, when Trotter could no longer 
reconcile Locke’s epistemology with her Catholic faith, she converted 
to the Church of England and published A Discourse concerning a 
guide in Controversies; in two letters: Written to one of the Church of 
Rome, by a person lately converted from that communion. Her friend 
Gilbert Burnet, Bishop of Salisbury, anonymously wrote the preface to 
the 1707 and the 1728 editions of the Discourse. The main topic of 
that work is the infallibility of the Catholic church and the authority of 
the Scriptures. 

In 1739, Trotter Cockburn began writing Remarks upon some 
Writers in the Controversy concerning the Foundation of Moral Duty 
and Moral Obligation , which appeared in 1743 in an anthology, The 
History of the Works of the Learned. In 1747, three years after 
Rutherforth’s Essay on the Nature and Obligations of Virtue , she 
published Remarks on RutherfortK s Essay, in Vindication of the 
contrary Principles and Reasonings introduced in the writings of the 
late Dr. Samuel Clarke. By this time Trotter Cockburn had gained a 
reputation as a philosopher and was widely encouraged to publish her 
collected works. But she was old and ailing, although mentally still 
very sharp. She died in May 1749 at the age of 71. 

A Catholic who later converted to the Church of England, 
Catharine Trotter had been the third person to defend Locke in print 
(Samuel Bold was the first, Damaris Cudworth Masham the second), 
and was Locke’s first defendant against Thomas Bumet. (This is 
Thomas Bumet of the Charterhouse, not to be confused with Thomas 
Bumet of Kemnay, the latter sometimes spelled “Burnett,” nor with 
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his brother, George Burnet of Kemnay, Trotter’s friend and her 
intermediary with Leibniz, nor with Dr. Gilbert Burnet, the Bishop of 
Salisbury, who wrote an introduction to one of Trotter’s works and 
who was the second husband of Elizabeth Berkeley.) Trotter was one 
of several women defenders and admirers of Locke, including 
Damaris Cudworth Masham, with whom she corresponded (see 
Chapter 5) and Mary Astell (see Chapter 6). 


H. PHILOSOPHICAL WRITINGS 

In an age when few persons understood Locke’s Essay on Human 
Understanding , and at a time when most commentators disputed its 
principles, young Catharine Trotter published a defense of Locke 
against the 1697 criticisms of the then-anonymous Thomas Burnet. 
Bumet had supported Stillingfleet’s criticism of the consequences of 
Locke’s Essay for religion and morality. Bumet anonymously wrote 
three sets of Remarks on Locke’s Essay . His first Remarks appeared in 
1697. Burnet’s polite, even genteel, queries concerning Locke’s views 
generally supported Stillingfleet against Locke. Locke wrote a two- 
and-a-half-page nasty reply to Bumet, in which he attacked Burnet’s 
personal integrity, rather than the substance of Burnet’s queries. Locke 
appended his brief retort to his reply to Stillingfleet’s answer to 
Locke’s first letter. 5 Angry at being so rudely dismissed by Locke, 
Bumet wrote a second set of Remarks that same year. Locke ignored 
them completely, and in 1699 Bumet wrote his third Remarks , to 
which Locke did not reply. In the third attack he claimed that not only 
had Locke undermined the authority of religion, but the very good of 
government and society. Although Locke did not respond to Bumet 
this time either, he did make some marginal notes to Burnet’s last 
Remarks . 6 The fourth edition of Locke’s Essay appeared at the end of 
1699, although bearing a publication date of 1700. Catharine Trotter 
completed her defense of Locke against Bumet in 1701. 7 Trotter 
considered Burnet’s third Remarks to be little more than a restatement 
of those he had made in his second remarks, but her footnotes show 
that she had studied Burnet’s final remarks and had also compared the 
fourth edition of the Essay 8 to the third. 

From Locke’s correspondence with Elizabeth Berkeley Bumet, it is 
apparent that he had heard of Trotter’s Defence prior to receiving Mrs. 
Burnet’s appraisal of it. He had probably purchased it through Trot- 
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ter’s bookseller. Locke read and appreciated her defense of him and 
took great pains to locate her (see correspondence between Locke and 
Elizabeth Burnet and Locke and Peter King) and make a monetary gift 
to the impoverished Trotter. His letter to Trotter in appreciation of her 
Defence is reprinted with her works as well as in his correspondence. 

Trotter’s Defence of Locke focuses on Burnet’s second Remarks 
(although there are many references to the third) and cites numerous 
references to the third and fourth editions of the Essay . Trotter’s 
correspondence with her friend George Burnet of Kemnay 9 (near 
Aberdeen) indicates that she completed her Defence by early 
December 1701, i.e., within a year of the publication of the fourth 
edition of the Essay . In that letter, Trotter indicated that she was 
apprehensive that the appearance of a defense of Locke written by a 
woman would have the effect of further prejudicing the Stillingfleet 
imbroglio against Locke. Yet, she decided to publish anonymously in 
May of 1702. It is probably through this connection that Elizabeth 
Bumet (formerly Elizabeth Berkeley) heard that Trotter had written 
something that was not a literary work and requested a copy of it from 
her. Writing on June 19, 1702, Elizabeth Bumet thanks Trotter for 
providing her with a copy of her Defence . In her letter, Mrs. Bumet 
cites that both Bishop Gilbert Bumet (Bishop of Salisbury) and “Mr. 
Norris” (John Norris) of Bemerton thought highly of Trotter’s defense 
of Locke. That John Norris should concede the merit of Trotter’s 
Defence of Locke is itself interesting. Norris was the primary English 
defender of Malbranche in opposition to Locke’s theory of the origin 
of ideas and had been the first to publish a criticism of Locke. (In 
1696, Damaris Cudworth Masham had defended Locke against 
Norris.) 10 

On June 20, the day after she wrote to thank Trotter for the copy of 
the Defence , Elizabeth Bumet wrote to Locke about Trotter’s work, 
but without naming her. From the time Locke heard of Trotter from 
Mrs. Bumet, he showed an intense interest in locating her. On July 2, 
Locke responded to Elizabeth Bumet, asking her to strike up a 
friendship with Catharine Trotter, possibly to make Trotter a present 
of books. On July 15, Elizabeth Bumet wrote Locke, confirming his 
letter of July 2 and giving Catharine Trotter’s name and address. In 
this letter, Mrs. Bumet agreed to make contact with Trotter in order to 
make gifts on Locke’s behalf, but cited difficulties owing to Catharine 
Trotter’s religion. There was no further correspondence until Novem- 
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ber 10, when Elizabeth Bumet wrote to Locke that Trotter was 
impoverished and asked him to authorize her to give Trotter, or to give 
her directly, the sum of four or five guineas. Bumet mentioned that 
she had previously assisted Trotter. On November 15, Locke wrote to 
Peter King, enclosing his response to Burnet’s letter of the tenth and 
asking King to discuss with Elizabeth Bumet a matter which he and 
King had previously discussed as the best way of making a gift to 
Catharine Trotter. Then on November 24 Peter King responded to 
Locke, reporting his discussion with Elizabeth Bumet concerning the 
gift to Trotter. The following day Locke directed King to give five 
guineas (1987 value approximately US$500.00) to Trotter. He 
repeated this directive in his letter to King of December 14, when he 
also told King to explain to Trotter that the press of business had 
delayed King in executing the order which Locke had given him a 
long time ago. Then, on December 30, Locke sent Trotter the follow¬ 
ing letter from Oates, the home of Damaris Masham. 

Madam, There was nothing more public, than the obligation I 
received from you, nor anything more concealed, than the person I 
was obliged to. This is a generosity above the strain of this grovel¬ 
ing age, and like that of superior spirits, who assist without showing 
themselves. I used my best endeavours to draw from you, by your 
Bookseller, the confession of your name, the want whereof made 
me, that I could whist you kept yourself under that reserve, no more 
address myself directly to you with good manners, than I could 
without rudeness have pulled off your mask by force, in a place 
where you were resolved to conceal yourself. Had not this been so, 
the bearer hereof had not the first time have come to you, without a 
letter from me, to acknowledge the favour you had done me. You 
not affording me an opportunity for that, I designed to make you 
some small acknowledgement, in a way, that chance had opened to 
me, without your consent. But this gentleman transgressed my 
order in two main points of it. The one was, in delaying it so long: 
the other was, in naming me to you, and talking of matters, which 
he had no commission from me to mention. What he deserves from 
you for it, must be left to your mercy. For I cannot in earnest be 
angry with him for procuring me, without any guilt of mine, an 
opportunity to own you for my protectress, which is the greatest 
honour my Essay could have procured me. Give me leave therefore 
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to assure you, that as the rest of the world take notice of the 
strength and clearness of your reasoning, so I cannot but be ex¬ 
tremely sensible, that it was employed in my defence. You have 
herein not only vanquished my adversary, but reduced me also 
absolutely under your power, and left no desires more strong in me, 
than those of meeting with some opportunity, to assure you, with 
what respect and submission I am, Madam, 

Your most humble, and most obedient servant, 

J. Locke. 

There are two minor discrepancies in the account of the Locke-Trotter 
relationship. The first concerns how Locke learned Trotter’s name. 
Although Locke’s letter to Trotter and his correspondence with his 
cousin Peter King suggests that he asked King to learn Trotter’s 
identity and to locate her, Locke had actually learned her identity from 
Elizabeth Burnet, but kept the confidence. The second discrepancy 
concerns the nature of Locke’s gift to Trotter. The correspondence 
with Burnet initially suggested a gift of books, but the later correspon¬ 
dence and that with King indicates that cash was given. The introduc¬ 
tion to Trotter’s Defence includes Locke’s letter to her and a statement 
that she received a gift of books. Most likely, both were given, and the 
books were merely a publicly acknowledgeable vehicle for delivering 
the cash. 

In addition to Trotter’s Defence of Locke, her critical works include 
responses to published sermons by Holdsworth against Locke, A 
Letter to Dr. Holdsworth: occasioned by his Sermon preached before 
the University of Oxford on Easter Monday , concerning the Resurrec¬ 
tion of the same Body and A Vindication of Mr. Locke's Christian 
Principles, from the injurious Imputations of Dr. Holdsworth. She also 
refuted criticisms of Locke by other religious leaders, including 
Rutherford and Seed in her Remarks upon some Writers in the 
Controversy concerning the Foundation of Moral Virtue and Moral 
Obligation. With some thoughts concerning Necessaiy Existence; the 
Reality and Infinity of Space; the Extension and Place of Spirits; and 
on Dr. Watts' s Notion of Substance. 11 In addition to these published 
works, Trotter maintained a lengthy correspondence with Thomas 
Burke, who in 1751, two years after Trotter Cockbum’s death, 
published her collected works. 



Catharine Trotter Cockburn 107 


Thomas Burnet (of the Charterhouse), author of Theoria Telluris 
Sacra , wrote in defense of Stillingfleet against Locke. Although 
Trotter claims only recently to have acquired a copy of Locke’s 
Essay , 12 her defense of Locke against Burnet’s anonymous letter 
Remarks upon an Essay concerning Humane Understanding , 13 shows 
a firm grasp of the issues. In addition she has a clear understanding of 
the issues in the Locke-Stillingfleet debate. (Stillingfleet was a 
subscriber to her works.) 14 Trotter’s comments are primarily directed 
towards Burnet’s second remarks, those which drew comment from 
Locke in print. Burnet’s third remarks drew little attention from either 
Locke or Trotter. She argues frequently from analogies showing the 
absurdity or inconsistency of Burnet’s three primary criticisms: (1) 
that Locke’s Essay does not give a firm and full basis for morality; (2) 
that it does not secure the certainty of revealed religion; and (3) that it 
does not provide a philosophical foundation for the immortality of the 
soul. 15 Although Burnet, and Trotter, in her criticism of him, enun¬ 
ciates these as separate issues, arguments employed in their discus¬ 
sions show that Bumet, Trotter, and Locke all considered the issues to 
be closely related. I shall briefly discuss Trotter’s response to each of 
Burnet’s criticisms of Locke, with particular emphasis on the last. 


III. EPISTEMOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS OF MORAL LAW 


Trotter begins her defense of Locke against the still-anonymous 
Bumet by considering Burnet’s initial suggestion that when Locke’s 
Principles, as expressed in the Essay , are considered together, they 
cannot give us a sure foundation for morality and revealed religion. 
She says it is clear to her that whatever can be known at all must be 
discoverable by Mr. Locke’s principles. 

... for I cannot find any other way to knowledge, or that we have 
any one idea not derived from sensation and reflection. 1 * 6 

1. Knowledge of Virtue and Vice 

Trotter takes up Burnet’s claim that the perception of the morality and 
immorality of particular acts, called virtues and vices, is as immediate 
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and independent of any reasoning process as is the perception of the 
scent of a rose. 

I do not know what it is, to perceive the morality and immorality of 
these things without any ratiocination. Justice and injustice, I think, 
depend upon the rights of men, whether natural, or established by 
particular societies, and therefore to know what they are, it is ne¬ 
cessary to know what right is, which, requires some reflection. 17 

She claims that to know independently of any reflection that injustice 
is evil is nothing more than to know that the term “injustice” stands 
for something that we do not know, which is evil. Trotter tries to grant 
Burnet some ground by saying that she understands him, but what he 
is saying cannot be construed as an objection to Locke. She explains 
that Burnet has a perception of the disagreement of two ideas: of one 
man’s having a right to something and another having a right to take it 
away. And as soon as Burnet knows what it is to have a right to a 
thing, he perceives that preventing someone from having that which 
they have a right to is evil. He can understand this without any further 
reflection. But knowing what a right is and what evil is, on the one 
hand, and knowing through reflection what the relationship is between 
the denial of someone’s rights and doing evil, requires rational 
reflection. It cannot be directly perceived. The process of recognizing 
the agreement or disagreement of particular ideas (such as those of 
good and evil) with the understanding of the idea that resulted from 
reflection (e.g., understanding why it is wrong to deny rights) is a 
different cognitive process than the process of immediate sensory 
perception, like smelling a rose. 

Trotter then turns to analyzing Burnet’s purpose in claiming that 
the distinction between moral good and evil is in the nature of things 
themselves and requires no reference to any other thing. She claims to 
be stymied as to how the goodness of the moral virtues or the evil of 
the moral vices can be known independent of any reference to human 
beings or to society. She says: 

I desire any one, to try, whether he can conceive it to be an eternal 
truth, that it is a wicked thing for a man to kill his father ... though 
there had never been, or designed to be, such a thing as father, or 
man. But whether he can or not, it will still be a truth as certain and 



Catharine Trotter Cockburn 109 


immutable , as any proposition in mathematics. No mathematician, 
that I know of, thinks it necessary to establish the immutability of 
this truth, that the three angles of a triangle are equal to two right 
ones; to affirm, that it is true, without any relation to angles or 
triangles. Either of these propositions are sufficiently established, if 
it is, and always must be true, supposing those things, to which it 
relates, to exist. 18 

Trotter says that these remarks constitute only a partial consideration 
of moral truths. They are related only to what she calls “the present 
constitution of things.” She is not referring to the original source of 
such truths in the mind of God. 

Burnet had criticized Locke’s views on natural morality: 

As to Morality, we think that the great Foundation of it is, the 
Distinction of Good and Evil, Virtue and Vice, Turpis & Honestis, 
as they are usually call’d: And I do not find that my Eyes, Ears, 
Nostrils, or any other outward Senses, make any distinction of these 
Things, as they do of Sounds, Colours, Scents, or other outward 
Objects; nor from any Idea’s taken in from them, or from their 
Reports, am I conscious that I do conclude, or can conclude, that 
there is such a Distinction on the Nature of Things; or that it 
consists only in Pleasure and Pain, Conveniency and Incon- 
veniency. 19 

And further 

You allow, I think Moral Good and Evil to be such antecedently to 
all Human Laws: but you suppose them to be such (if I understand 
you right) by the Divine Law. To know your Mind farther, give me 
leave to ask, What is the Reason or Ground of that Divine Law? 
Whether the Arbitrary Will of God, the Good of Men, or the 
intrinsick Nature of the Things themselves: If I know upon which 
of these Grounds you woul’d build your Demonstration of 
Morality, I could make a better judgement of it. 20 

Trotter argues against Burnet that Locke’s epistemology enables us, 
through reflection on our own nature, to know that God exists and that 
human nature is a reflection of the will of God. Through introspection 
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into that nature we come to recognize that there must be a supreme 
being. Therefore Lockean principles provide a foundation for natural 
religion, including a view of the soul as an immaterial, immortal 
substance capable of thought. Similarly, Trotter shows that Lockean 
principles show that we have a natural foundation for the moral law: 
God requires us to seek our happiness through the fulfillment of those 
capacities that he has designed us to develop. These capacities include 
the ability to fulfill that which we, as a consequence of our nature, 
have come to call the virtues. Chief among these is the capacity for 
justice: to respect those rights that all humans have by virtue of their 
God-given human nature. 21 Therefore, Trotter concludes, rather than 
destroying religion, society, and government, Locke’s principles 
enable us to identify their natural philosophical foundations. 

2. Natural Conscience 

Trotter notes 22 that Burnet’s Third Remarks focus on one aspect of the 
question of whether on Locke’s principles there is an epistemological 
basis for natural morality and revealed religion. It is useful here to 
compare Locke’s marginal reply to Burnet on this point with Trotter’s. 
Burnet had said, referring to Locke’s Essay 

Conscience you say is nothing else but our own opinion of our own 
actions. But of what sort of actions, I pray, in reference to what rule 
or distinction of our actions? Whether good or evil or as profitable 
or unprofitable or as perfect or imperfect. 23 

Locke’s marginal note to this is that 

An ingenuous and fair reader cannot doubt but that I there meant 
opinion of their morality. 

Burnet queried which laws are to be obeyed, and how they can be 
known without divine revelation and without a natural conscience 
with the innate knowledge of good or evil. 24 To this Locke noted that 
conscience doesn’t determine the principles of morality, it merely 
judges whether actions are in accord with moral principles: 

It is not conscience yt makes the distinction of good & evil con- 
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science only judging of an action by yt wch it takes to be ye rule of 
good & evil, acquits or condemns it. 25 

Trotter’s comment is similar, but far more analytical than Locke’s 
marginal note. She says 26 that part of Burnet’s problem with Locke is 
that Burnet employs more than one sense of natural conscience. What 
Burnet has confused, Trotter says, is the difference between innate 
principles and an innate or natural power to make moral distinctions 
regarding actions. The former Locke denies, the latter he concedes. 27 
She makes what she says is a 

...very material observation, which is, that, throughout this whole 
discourse, the Remarker uses indifferently, as terms of the same 
signification, law of nature , natural conscience , innate principles , 
innate powers , and natural principles , which all signify very 
different things; and of thich Mr. Locke has only denied innate 
principles .. . 28 

Yet Burnet claimed that the innate power of judging the morality of 
actions consists of a power to make non-rational judgments, i.e., 
judgments which do not require the use of reason. From the 
undisputed claim that there is a natural non-rational ability to judge 
whether one likes or dislikes particular sensory perceptions, Bumet 
infers that there is an analogous, non-rational power to perceive and 
judge the morality of actions, i.e., there is a natural ability to perceive 
the good or evil of actions. Trotter responds to Burnet’s claims with 
the sarcasm of a professional writer: 

He might every whit as well have told us, that since we have a 
power of distinguishing moral relations , without the use of our eye¬ 
sight, we may distinguish red, and yellow, without eyes; they being 
no more the proper and only inlets of our ideas of colours, than 
reflection is of moral distinctions; which the Remarker says we 
may have without reflection, since we can distinguish colours, and 
other sensible qualities without reflection. 29 

Trotter says that Locke’s Essay had anticipated most of Burnet’s 
remarks on natural conscience, and she reiterates a number of places 
in the Essay in which Locke had anticipated such criticisms. 30 
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Returning to Burnet’s claim that there is an ability to make moral 
distinctions without reason, Trotter urges 31 Burnet to consider whether 
he means that moral judgment can occur independent of awareness 
that any rational action has taken place, or whether it actually precedes 
rationality. She proposes two, non-exclusive explanations of moral 
judgment-making which might make moral judgment appear to occur 
independently of reason itself. First , she suggests that a moral judg¬ 
ment can be a consequence of previous moral reasoning, for example, 
as when having received prior moral education or instruction, one 
acquires some confused concept of good and evil, so that the act of 
reaching a moral judgment is often really the consequence of recall¬ 
ing, reconsidering, and improving upon previous judgments. Second , 
she suggests that reaching a particular moral judgment is the conse¬ 
quence of combining a series of related prior judgments in an informal 
reasoning process which occurs so quickly that one barely takes note 
of the fact that one has made complex logical inferences. 


IV. EPISTEMOLOGICAL FOUNDATION OF RELIGION 
1. The Role of Rewards and Punishments 

Trotter’s comments are primarily directed towards Burnet’s second 
remarks, those which drew comment from Locke in print. Burnet’s 
third comments drew little attention from Locke or from Trotter. 
Locke’s comments on Burnet’s third Remarks are published by Porter 
in his “Marginalia Locke-a-na.” 32 (There is no indication whether 
Locke’s marginal comments were made before or after reading 
Trotter’s Defence , the absence of a receipt date on the letter, or of 
mention of Burnet in Locke’s correspondence suggests that the 
marginalia precede Trotter’s Defence .) There, Locke responded to 
Burnet’s claim that if we admit that God has specific moral attributes, 
which are deducible from knowledge of God’s nature, then we have 
an innate ability (that of “natural conscience”) to know that God will 
reward compliance with moral law and punish transgressions of it. 
Related to Burnet’s charge that Locke’s philosophy provides no basis 
for the moral law is his claim that Locke 


...seems to ground his demonstration upon future punishments and 
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rewards, and upon the arbitrary will of the law-giver; and he does 
not think these the first grounds of good and evil. 33 

Trotter is fully aware that in a work as lengthy as the Essay , a work 
which has already seen some revision, careless remarks might remain 
in the text. She tries to save Locke from criticism by saying that it 
matters less what Locke thinks, than what may be proven from his 
principles. According to Trotter, on Locke’s principles God’s arbitrary 
will and God’s use of rewards and punishments affects humans by 
giving morality the force of law. Our expectation of reward for living 
in accord with the moral law, and our fear of punishment for its 
violation, has a deterrent effect on humans, she says. That doesn’t 
mean that on Locke’s principles, the expectation and fear themselves 
become the philosophical basis of the moral law: 

.. .the Remarker cannot deny, whatever he thinks, the first grounds 
of good and evil; or however clearly we may see the nature of these 
things, we may approve or condemn them; but they can only have 
the force of a law to us, considered as the will of the Supreme 
Being , who can, and certainly will, reward the compliance with, and 
punish the deviation from that rule, which he has made knowable to 
us by the light of nature. 34 

Bumet claims that just as children naturally seek sweet-tasting things 
and have an innate, natural aversion for bitter, they can have innate 
ideas that God rewards some behaviors and punishes others and that 
innate ideas together with revelations about God’s moral qualities, 
form the basis of “natural conscience” or natural morality, rather than, 
as Locke claims, reasoning about sensory perceptions and about our 
own nature. It is striking to note, in their independent responses to 
Burnet’s analogy, how similarly Locke and Trotter think. To Burnet’s 
comment Locke responds: 

Shew such an aversion in children to all immorality as soon as they 
are capable of moral actions and yt will be something to yr purpose. 
Are Rewards and punishmts deducible from the nature of god by 
any one without Ratiotination. But tis without Ratiotination yt yu 
contend Natural conscience works. 35 
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Trotter says: 

But if this were so, Mr. Locke may very well say, what the 
Remarker believes he will not, that then children would be able to 
distinguish moral good and evil, for they very clearly distinguish all 
the objects of sensation, that come in their way; and this principle 
could never be improved , or corrupted , as no one can be persuaded, 
that any sensation he has is more or less agreeable, or that a 
disagreeable sensation is an agreeable one; which if we could, it is 
evident, that our senses would not be sufficient to their end, to give 
us notice of what is convenient or inconvenient to the body. And it 
is reasonable to think, if there were such an inward sensation 
designed, as the Remarker says, to direct us as to what is good or 
hurtful to the soul, it would operate as constantly as those others do: 
no man could prefer vice to virtue, any more than he can pain to 
pleasure; othewise it would not answer the end it was designed 
for. 36 

Sterling Power Lampecht, 37 referring to the implications of Locke’s 
appeal to God’s punishment and rewards, notes that this part of 
Trotter’s defense of Locke against Burnet incorporates positions 
similar to those taken by Nathanael Culverwel 38 before Locke wrote 
the Essay and by Samuel Pufendorf 39 after Trotter published her 
Defence . 

But that we can only know these things to be his will by their 
conformity to our nature, and that therefore they cannot be ar¬ 
bitrary, I have before shewn; and that he will punish or reward us 
according to our obedience or disobedience to it, is a consequence 
of his nature. 40 

Trotter also discusses Burnet’s connection of the punishment/reward 
issue with his criticism of Locke’s claim that the soul does not always 
think. She says: 

The Remarker on another occasion tells Mr. Locke , the grounds of 
our expectation of future punishments and rewards are, that there is 
a presage of them from natural conscience ; and that they are 
deducible from the nature of God , if we allow him moral attributes. 
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She continues: 

Now it is evident, that neither of these two grounds can lose any of 
their force upon this supposition, that the soul does not think in 
sound sleep, and will not they [the two premises] secure us, that we 
shall not continue in this sleep after death? If not, why does the 
Remarker mention them as proofs of a future state? [i.e., of the 
immortality of the soul] But if they do prove it, why does he say, he 
could make out no certain proof of the immortality of the soul , upon 
this supposition , that it is somtimes without thoughts? Since those 
proofs he mentions remain in their full force, notwithstanding this 
supposition. Thus having shown, that all the consequences the 
Remarker draws from Mr. Locke's supposition are without grounds, 
I may with assurance conclude, that it is of no consequence to the 
immortality of the soul, nor does at all weaken any proof of it. 41 

Burnet had also claimed that had God so pleased, he might have made 
virtue vice, and vice, virtue. 42 To this, Trotter says, given that God 
created human nature as it is, and created us in his image, moral good 
and evil cannot be other than they are. Like pain and pleasure, virtue 
and vice do not exist independently of human capacity for them. 
Trotter says if Bumet carefully considered the difference between 
moral good and evil, on the one hand, and natural good and evil, on 
the other, he would not find fault with Locke’s views on moral good 
and evil. Trotter says that Bumet ought not confuse the moral law as a 
source of law for humans with the idea of natural good and evil - 
natural wonders and catastrophes that exist independent of human 
action. She also says that our knowledge of moral good and evil are 
products of reflection on our own natures, which imperfectly reflect 
God’s nature. In her view, our only source of ideas of God’s moral 
attributes is consideration of our own attributes and consideration of 
ourselves as imperfectly made in God’s image. We would have no 
idea of God’s moral attributes without reflection on ourselves. In 
contrast to our knowledge of moral good and evil, we have no notion 
of what the original standard of natural good and evil is, we only 
know that some things are agreeable and some repugnant to our 
nature. Therefore, what human nature causes us to perceive as morally 
or as naturally good we ascribe to God. By reflecting on our own 
nature, and on the operations of our minds we can come to know the 
nature of God. 
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From whence it will follow, that the nature of man, and the good of 
society, are to us the reason and rule of moral good and evil; and 
there is no danger of their being less immutable on this foundation 
than any other, whilst man continues a rational and sociable 
creature. If the [moral] law of [human] nature is the product of 
human nature itself, it must subsist as long as human nature; nor 
will this foundation make it the less sacred, since it cannot be 
doubted that it is originally the will of God, whilst we own him the 
author of that nature, of which this law is a consequence. 43 

Knowledge of the nature of the moral law comes from our knowledge 
of human nature. But God created human nature in his image and 
according to his will. Therefore, the moral law is a consequence of 
God’s willing us to have a particular nature. Knowledge of the moral 
law is therefore a consequence of God’s willing us to know our own 
nature and thereby know his attributes. 

2. On Revelation 

Burnet could not understand how Locke’s principles could 
demonstrate the truth of divine revelation. Burnet complained that 
Locke talked much of God’s perfections, but failed to give an account 
of the idea of perfection itself. 

’Tis not enough (as I judge) for our satisfaction, and to establish the 
certainty of Revealed Religion, that we know the Physical or 
Metaphysical Attributes of the Divine Nature: we must also know 
its Moral Attributes, as I may so call them; such as Goodness, 
Justice, Holiness, and particularly Veracity. Now these I am not 
abel to deduce or make out from your Principles. You have prov’d 
very well an Eternal, All-powerful, and All knowing Being: but 
how this supreme Being will treat us, we cannot be assur’d from 
these attributes. 44 

Trotter takes a shot at Locke’s critics generally, urging readers to take 
notice of 
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...the folly of those men, who think [that the effect of Locke’s 
principles is] to weaken the authority of religion, by calling it a 
politic contrivance, established for the good of government or 
society. 45 

According to Trotter, Locke’s principles have shown that it is our 
indispensable duty from God, but independent of any revelation of 
God’s will, to accept the authority of religion, because human nature 
is the product of divine workmanship. Through Locke’s principles we 
can reflect on the idea of perfection of the Supreme Being and arrive 
at the original concept of intrinsic holiness. Locke’s critics’ mistakes 
lie in having learned truths after their discovery by others. Finding the 
truths agreeable, Trotter says, those critics assent unreflectingly and 
without asking how those ideas were first known. They are likely to 
conclude that those things which they come to know first as revela¬ 
tions are themselves the first principles of knowledge, even though the 
ideas embodied in those revelations are the product of others’ com¬ 
parison of ideas about God’s nature and will. 


V. THE IMMORTALITY OF THE SOUL 

Burnet believes that Locke’s principles do not support the immortality 
of the soul because Locke has claimed (a) that the soul does not 
always think; and (b) that God may add the capacity for thought to 
matter. According to Christophersen, on Burnet’s view it is impossible 
to observe that one does not think, for observation is in itself 
thinking. 46 Further, Burnet claims if the soul is not always thinking 
what causes the soul to resume thinking? (a) Trotter addresses 
Burnet’s criticism of consequences of Locke’s theory for the prevail¬ 
ing view of the immortality of the soul. 47 She first reminds Burnet that 
no theory can provide certainty of the immortality of the soul inde¬ 
pendent of divine revelation, and that consequently it is no argument 
against Locke’s theory that it provides no greater certainty of the 
soul’s immortality than do other philosophies. However, for Burnet, 
the idea that the soul is not always engaged in thought, as Locke 
claims, threatens the basis of belief in its immortality. Trotter 
claims that Burnet’s comments are irrelevant. 48 As Christophersen 
notes, Burnet, as Leibniz, points to the insensible motions in the soul: 
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the unconscious life, etc., even in daytime. 49 Burnet had questioned 
how Locke might observe that the soul does not always think, because 
the act of observing would itself be a form of thought To this Trotter 
responds that if Burnet is really claiming that Locke meant that the 
person knows when and that his soul does not think, Burnet is imput¬ 
ing to Locke a different concept of personal identity than Locke 
enunciated in the Essay. 50 Rather, Trotter says, Burnet is stumbling 
over semantics. For Locke, the terms soul , man , and person are not 
synonymous. According to Trotter, Locke understands soul to be a 
permanent metaphysical entity capable of thought, man to be the soul 
and body united, and person to be self-consciousness. Trotter, quoting 
Locke’s Essay at pp. 44 and 45, says that 

...if the soul can, whilst the body is sleeping, have its thinking and 
enjoyments apart which the man is not at all conscious of; his soul , 
when he sleeps, and the man consisting of body and soul , when he 
is waking, are two persons 51 

Since by person Locke means self-consciousness , Locke is rejecting 
the account Burnet defends, that the soul of the sleeping man and the 
wakeful man are two self-consciousnesses or two persons. However, 
they are not the same permanent substances. For Locke, personal 
identity consists in the same consciousness and not in the same 
substance; he may therefore hold that the soul is a permanent sub¬ 
stance, but that the man, consisting of body and soul, is not a per¬ 
manent substance. Criticizing Burnet for this attack on Locke, Trotter 
says: 

But the Remarker is to be excused for making an inference so 
inconsistent with the design of that discourse, since he confesses he 
does not understand what it tends to, and perhaps only ventured at a 
shrewd guess to provoke a clearer account. 52 

(b) Trotter addresses Burnet’s First Remarks (at page 9) where he 
discusses how thought might be generated if the soul is not always 
thinking. If thoughts die when we sleep, Trotter says, why not die 
every time they are considered? If we can remember ideas not con¬ 
tinually being thought, why not be able to recall ideas after awaken¬ 
ing? She says: 
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The force of which argument lies thus: cogitation in the soul 
answering to motion in the body; as the same motion cannot be 
restored, but a new motion may be produced; so the same 
cogitations cannot be restored, but new cogitations must be 
produced. Ergo , we seem to have a new soul every morning. This 
may be a good consequence, when the Remarker has proved, that 
every new motion makes, or seems to make a new body. In the 
mean time, all I can infer from this parallel, is, that my thoughts to¬ 
day are not the same numerical thoughts I had yesterday; which, I 
believe no body supposes they are, though they did not suspect that 
they had a new soul with every new thought. 53 

Burnet’s atomistic criticism of Locke, Trotter says, cannot support the 
doctrine of innate ideas. Referring to Locke, Burnet had said: 

If you say the ideas remain in the soul, and need only a new 
excitation; why then, say I, may not infants have innate ideas 
(which you so much oppose) that want only objects and occasions 
to excite and actuate them, with a fit disposition of the brain? 54 

Trotter criticizes 55 Burnet for believing that he has shown the doctrine 
of recollection to be analogous to the theory of innate ideas and thus 
trapped Locke into admitting the existence of innate ideas. The two 
examples are disanalogous, Trotter claims, because we readily 
distinguish new ideas, on the one hand, and recollected, previously 
known ideas on the other. We recognize when an idea is new to us and 
recognize also as ideas we had previously considered those which we 
recollect. Furthermore, she claims that the fact that we easily distin¬ 
guish between previously considered and new ideas argues against 
innate ideas. If ideas are innate, they should all be recognized as 
recollections; none should appear to us to be new. Trotter says that her 
comment that if ideas are innate all ideas should be recognized as 
recollections is relevant to Burnet’s suggestion that innate ideas 
needed objects to excite them. Trotter questions why innate ideas need 
objects to jog them to our consciousness. We know we recollect ideas 
without directly perceiving the objects which first stimulated those 
ideas. If ideas are innate, we should be able to recollect them without 
being stimulated by the objects the ideas represent. 



120 Catharine Trotter Cockburn 


1. Whether God May Add Thought to Matter 

Burnet remarks that if the soul is not 

distinct from the Matter of the Body, when that is corrupted and 
dissolved, ’tis manifest she must be dissolved also. And if she be a 
Substance, distinct from Matter, however you say she is sometimes 
without Thoughts, or any manner of Operation; why then may she 
not be so (according to this Doctrine) after Death thoughtless and 
senseless, and so without life. 56 

Bumet is concerned that Lockean epistemology threatens received 
religious doctrines on the immateriality of souls and the existence of 
spiritual entities like souls and angels. If the capacity for thought can 
be added to matter, how do we know that our souls are necessarily not 
matter? If matter is capable of thought, why did God create immaterial 
spirits? According to Bumet, it is impossible to conceive how the 
capacity for thought could be a property of matter. He says: 

But there is still a farther Doubt or Difficulty in this Case, even as 
to the Nature of God and his Immateriality. I’m afraid the 
Materialists will profit too much from that Notion or Concession, 
that Matter may think: For, say they, if Matter be capable of 
Thinking, it may have Will and Understanding, and any other 
Faculty of a thinking Substance, and in any Degree of spiritual 
Perfection, and consequently may be God. 57 

Clearly, Bumet saw a great danger in Locke’s view that the soul 
sometimes does not think and that God may add to matter the capacity 
for thought; that danger was that any matter might be capable of 
thought, or of any other power or quality, and hence, there is a danger 
of materialistic denial of the existence of spiritual entities. There is 
also a danger of pantheism, of all matter being God. 

Christophersen quotes Bumet further: 

They will further argue with you thus. You say you have no Idea of 
the Substance of Matter, nor know what Properties may flow from 
it: you do not know then, whether it includes Cogitation, or ex¬ 
cludes it? 58 
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Trotter addresses Burnet’s assumption that God may add the capacity 
of thought to matter, but she is careful to address this supposition in 
the context in which Burnet offers it, i.e., as a claim which undermines 
belief in the immortality of the soul. Trotter notes that rather than 
show why such a hypothesis would weaken the proofs of the immor¬ 
tality of the soul, Burnet instead attempts to undermine Locke’s 
hypothesis. Trotter poses her own hypothetical: 

For suppose to convince an intelligent heathen, who thought the 
soul material, and doubted of a future state of rewards and punish¬ 
ments [i.e., of an eternal life], arguments were used to prove the 
soul in its own nature undissolvable, and that therefore it must 
remain after death; he might then reasonably enquire in what state it 
remains, how he may be sure, that it is in a state of rewards and 
punishments, and that it does not return to the universal soul of 
which it may be an effluence; or inform the next parcel of matter it 
finds fitted for it, as some philosophers have thought. 59 

A primitive person who was convinced by arguments that there is an 
eternal life might still not be able to conceive of an immaterial soul 
because “he has no notion of a substance without any extension.” But 
the lack of proof of the immateriality of the soul would not weaken 
such a person’s belief in its immortality. Similarly, she says, Locke’s 
assumption that God may have given to some kinds of matter the 
power to perceive and to think does not entail that we abandon belief 
in the immortality of the soul. 


VI. SUMMARY 

Catharine Trotter Cockbum’s Defence capably addressed Burnet’s 
three major criticisms of Locke’s Essay . Burnet had claimed that 
Locke’s Essay did not give a firm basis for morality. Trotter showed 
that Burnet was mistaken in claiming that the perception of good and 
evil was analogous to sensory perception and, like sensory perception, 
took place independent of reason. According to Trotter, Burnet’s 
alleged “perception” of good and evil was nothing more than aware¬ 
ness that the definitions of actions known to be morally good are 
inconsistent with those of actions we know to be morally evil. On her 
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view, Bumet merely perceived the agreement or disagreement of two 
ideas. Bumet had also claimed that Locke’s principles undermined 
religion in part because they entailed that God was prevented from 
making virtue vice and vice virtue. Trotter argued that unlike natural 
wonders and catastrophes, which might be considered to be the natural 
virtues and vices, moral good and evil is defined exclusively in 
reference to human nature. Having created human nature in a 
particular way, God necessarily defined moral good and evil accord¬ 
ing to that nature. Consequently, knowledge of virtue and vice (moral 
good and evil) was possible through reflection on human nature. 
According to Trotter, revelation confirmed Locke’s epistemology in 
that it informed us that human nature was but an imperfect mirror 
image of divine nature; therefore, we could come to know about the 
nature of God through reflection on our own nature and on the 
operations of our own mind. Bumet had also questioned how we could 
know which moral laws to obey without the aid of divine revelation 
and a natural conscience characterized by innate ideas. To this Trotter 
says that Bumet has confused the distinction between innate principles 
and innate or natural abilities to make moral judgments regarding 
actions. This sort of confusion, she claims, characterizes Burnet’s 
Remarks , including his criticism of Locke’s claim that the soul does 
not always think. Trotter defends Locke’s position on two grounds. 
First, she shows that Bumet is imputing to Locke a concept of per¬ 
sonal identity which is not Locke’s. Second, she shows that Burnet’s 
criticism cannot accomplish his goal of showing that he has involved 
Locke in an inconsistency which Locke can escape only by embracing 
the doctrine of innate ideas. Lastly, Trotter shows that Bumet is 
throwing a red herring into the Locke-Stillingfleet debate by alleging 
that Locke is committed to a view which permits the soul (and by 
implication, God) to be material substance. Such a view, Bumet 
claimed, undermines the doctrine of the immortality of the soul, a 
conclusion Trotter shows to be absurd. 


VII. CONCLUSIONS 

A self-taught intellectual, Catharine Trotter achieved early, if not 
financially rewarding, success as a playwright. The sole support of her 
widowed mother, she spent much of her life in poverty, marrying a 
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clergyman solely for financial security. Yet the list of subscribers to 
her works show that influential academicians and theologians, as well 
as the social and political intelligentia , respected her creative and 
analytical abilities. She had a clear understanding of the most con¬ 
troversial philosophical and religious issues of her day and marshalled 
her witty articulateness to defend Locke against his critics. She 
confronted her own personal religious beliefs in light of her 
assessment of the consequences of Lockean epistemology for prevail¬ 
ing theories of the nature of the soul, the nature and source of religious 
and secular knowledge, and the nature and source of the moral law. As 
a result of this process of living the philosophical life, she felt com¬ 
pelled to sever her affiliation with the Catholic church. Her views 
were respected by philosophers and theologians including Locke, 
Bishop Gilbert Burnet of Salisbury, and Locke’s critic, John Norris. 
Locke’s friend Thomas Burnet 60 of Kemnay was Locke’s inter¬ 
mediary with Leibniz. Burnet’s brother George discussed Trotter’s 
Defence with Leibniz, with Princess Sophie Charlotte, and probably 
her mother Sophie the Electress and Queen Caroline of Anspach. 61 
Indeed, Leibniz repeatedly inquired about Trotter’s defense of Locke, 
particularly because Bumet conveyed Locke’s approval of it. Leibniz 
was completing his own critique of Locke and did not want to begin to 
transcribe it until after he had had the opportunity to study Trotter’s 
work. Trotter delayed providing Leibniz with a copy of her work until 
a miniature of her which Leibniz had requested could be completed. 
The delivery of her text and portrait coincided with Locke’s death. It 
is also likely that by that time Trotter’s defense of Locke had been 
seen by Damaris Masham. 

Although Catharine Trotter Cockbum received initial fame as a 
playwright, her adult life was spent in the pursuit of philosophy. The 
Defence of Locke was but her first philosophical work. Her 
knowledgeable discussions of the epistemological issues and their 
consequences for religious doctrines continued throughout her 
lifetime. Those discussions would often involve public criticism of the 
views of eminent philosopher-theologians affiliated with powerful 
religious and academic institutions. Thanks to Thomas Birch, her 
biography as well as her philosophical essays and correspondence 
have been preserved. Unfortunately for historians and students of 
philosophy, and particularly for students of modem epistemological 
theory and theory of religious knowledge, those philosophical writings 
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have been long overlooked, buried in the corpus of her literary works. 
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8. Gabrielle Emilie le Tonnelier de Breteuil 
du Chatelet-Lomont 

MARY ELLEN WAITHE* 


I. BIOGRAPHY 

Emilie du Chatelet, as she is known, was the daughter of Louis- 
Nicolas Baron de Breteuil and Alexandra-Elisabeth de Froulay. The 
Baron was a minor noble at the court of Louis XIV; however, due to 
the size of the family, Emilie was raised in Paris rather than at the 
apartment which would have been allocated to the Baron at the Palace 
of Versailles. At age nineteen in a ceremony at N6tre Dame she 
married a military leader who was ten years her senior, the Marquis 
Florent-Claude du Chatelet-Lomont. Emilie du Chatelet had three 
children by the Marquis; the last was bom in 1734 and died in infancy. 
In 1730 the Marquise Emilie du Chatelet and the Due de Richelieu 
became lovers. The Due de Richelieu was a grand-nephew of Cardinal 
Richelieu. He had long been a friend of the CMtelet family and of 
Voltaire. It is through the Due that she became reaquainted with 
Voltaire, 1 whom, coincidentally, she had also known through her 
father. 

Emilie du Chatelet was a true Enlightenment woman. She was 
educated by tutors and by the time she was twelve she read, wrote, and 
spoke English, Italian, Spanish, and German and was busy translating 
Aristotle’s Politics and Aesthetics from the classical Greek, as well as 
Virgil’s Aeneid from the Latin. Although she had an excellent early 
education, Emilie du CMtelet did not have access to a higher educa¬ 
tion comparable to that which men of her rank and wealth had access 
to. Women were excluded from the Sorbonne. Women (except 
prostitutes, who were confined to the back rooms) were also excluded 
from the new “cafes” where intellectuals met to sip the exotic Turkish 
brew. In 1733 Emilie du CMtelet set out to overcome both barriers to 
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higher education. At first, she simply appeared at the Cafe Gradot and 
joined her friend, the Academie des Sciences member Maupertuis, and 
others at his table. Maupertuis’ just-published Newtonian Discours sur 
les differentes figures des astres (1732) was of major interest to the 
Marquise. The caf 6 management firmly but politely told her to leave. 
Undaunted, du Chatelet had a suit of men’s clothes made for her and a 
week later she rejoined the philosophers and poets at the tables, 
obvious in “drag.” 2 Emilie continued to participate in daily discus¬ 
sions of poetry and philosophy with the assembled young savants at 
Maupertuis’ table. The Sorbonne was a more formidable barrier to 
education, but the wealthy Marquise du Chatelet simply hired its 
mathematics and physics professors to come to the Palace du Chatelet- 
Lomont several times each week. By spending several days each week 
in tutoring sessions and afternoons at the Cafe Gradot, Emilie du 
Chatelet was able to pursue advanced studies in physics and 
mathematics. 

In 1733 Emilie du Chatelet began a close analysis of Newton’s 
Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy ? That same year, she 
and her new lover, Voltaire, retired to Cirey, an estate belonging to her 
husband, the Marquis du Chatelet-Lomont. Voltaire refurbished the 
estate at his own expense. He and Mme du Chatelet filled it with 
20,000 volumes of philosophy, history, mathematics, literature, and 
physics. There, Mme du Chatelet read Newton, Locke, and Pope and 
began her study of Leibniz. To the remote Cirey came authors such as 
Maupertuis and Algarotti, who arrived in 1735 to work with Voltaire 
and du Chatelet while completing his Neutonianismo per le Dame. 
Newtonian physics proved to be Emilie du Chatelet’s primary and 
enduring philosophical and scientific interest. She spent the rest of her 
life with Voltaire at Cirey. There, she collaborated with Voltaire on 
his Elements of Newtonian Philosophy (and perhaps his Treatise on 
Metaphysics and other works), conducted physics and chemistry 
experiments, undertook an extensive philosophical and scientific 
correspondence, and wrote philosophy. Her thematically related 
investigations of metaphysics, physics, and philosophy of science do 
not reveal the full scope of her philosophical interests. She also wrote 
on ethics, religion, and philosophy of language. 

During her fifteen years with Voltaire at Cirey, Mme du Chatelet 
simultaneously pursued a number of projects. She undertook an 
unending series of physics experiments. She turned the large main 
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corridor of the mansion into a labrynthine passage of tables and 
equipment constituting one of Cirey’s two state-of-the-art physics 
laboratories. There, she replicated Newton’s experiments. She 
simultaneously (and surreptitiously) prepared her Essai sur... feu 
(Essay on the nature and propagation of fire). Her Institutions de 
Physique (Institutions of Physics), an analysis of theories of physics 
originally intended as a textbook for her son, was also in progress 
during this period. 4 So were her commentaries and analyses, which 
later would be incorporated into her translation of Newton’s Principia 
and her Examen de la Genese (Examination of Genesis). 

Voltaire lived with the Marquise du Chatelet until her death. 
However, by age forty-two Emilie du Chatelet had taken a now, 
younger lover, with whom she had her fourth child. Her correspon¬ 
dence indicated that she expected to die in childbirth: 

... I saw that I must resign myself... to the loss of the entire fruit of 

my efforts should I die in childbirth.. . 5 

With that fear, she had worked an incredible twenty hours a day 
throughout her pregnancy to complete her translation analysis of 
Newton’s Principia . 6 Both she and the child died shortly after the 
birth, in September 1749. 


H. ETHICS, RELIGION AND PHILOSOPHY OF LANGUAGE 

Emilie du Chatelet’s primary philosophical interests were in 
metaphysics. Yet her writings on ethics, religion, and philosophy of 
language show that she also had an interest in the major philosophical 
issues of her time and was familiar with views on these subjects held 
by philosophers of the late seventeenth century and earlier. 

I. Ethics 

The Marquise du Chatelet condensed and translated Mandeville’s The 
Fable of the Bees; Or Private Vices, Public Benefits . Her La Fable des 
abeilles (1735) 7 demonstrates du Chatelet’s familiarity with 
seventeenth-century arguments about the nature of vice and virtue and 
the role of morality in political society. Mandeville’s view was that 
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without the existence of vice, there would be no need (and no moral 
justification) for the creation of a political state, nor would much of 
the economic infrastructure of the society survive. 8 According to 
Mandeville, the survival of an economically strong social state 
depends upon the survival of criminal and morally offensive behavior 
by some of its members. Were morally offensive behavior to be 
eliminated, there would be no need for institutions and occupations 
including the military, the police, courts, attorneys, locksmiths, 
gunsmiths, accountants, and others. Mme du Chatelet’s completion in 
1735 of her condensed translation of Mandeville’s Fable appears to 
have heavily influenced Voltaire’s Defense du Mondain (1737), 
although, according to Wade, as a work-in-progress it may as well 
have influenced his Traite de Metaphysique (1734). 9 

There is disagreement concerning the authorship of an essay on free 
will. Wade 10 argues that the work is Voltaire’s. Janik argues that du 
Chatelet is the author of the “Chapitre 5 de la liberte,” a work which I 
have not seen. It survives only in the collection of du Chatelet’s works 
in the Leningrad public library. Janik cites physical, textual, and 
anecdotal evidence in support of her conclusion. The chapter is 
included in du Chatelet’s papers. In addition, corrections to the 
manuscript are in du Chatelet’s own hand and the ink color and pen 
nib is the same. Internal evidence includes pagination, section number¬ 
ing, and subject matters which are consistent with references in the 
published version of Institutions . As “anecdotal” evidence, Janik cites 
Voltaire’s handwritten notes on the manuscript identifying it as du 

Chatelet’s. Further, Voltaire included an adaptation of the chapter in 

✓ 

Elements de la philosophie du Neuton , which he acknowledged to be 
their joint production. 11 

Du Chatelet’s Reflexions sur le Bonheur 12 (Reflections on Happi¬ 
ness) is a vaguely Epicurean, autobiographical spoof of then-popular 
discussions of the nature of happiness. Much of it is devoted to 
explaining how gambling, study, passion, and common sense could 
contribute to the happiness of women. 

2. Philosophy of Religion 

Wade attributes Examen de la Genese (Examination of Genesis) to 
Mme du Chatelet. 13 According to Wade, Examen de la Genese was 
composed over an extended period, possibly beginning as early as 
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1736, and was not completed until perhaps as late as 1749, the year of 
du Chatelet’s death. This five-volume work is an acerbic refutation of 
the major arguments of the Bible. According to Besterman, the 
original survives only in the library of Troyes. 14 Wade reproduces in 
precis a portion refuting the arguments of the Book of Genesis. The 
Examen shows that Mme du Chatelet had studied Spinoza’s 
Theologico-Political Treatise 15 In it, du Chatelet follows Spinoza’s 
method of Bible criticism, rather than his specific conclusions. 16 Her 
interest in the idea of Genesis even led her to read Newton’s 

Chronology of Ancient Kingdoms Amended. 11 Given the close concep- 

* 

tual relationship between metaphysical questions about the nature of 
the universe and religious doctrines about its origin, it is not unex¬ 
pected that a philosopher like du Chatelet, whose primary interests 
were in metaphysics, would investigate religious as well as scientific 
claims about the origins of the universe. 

3. Philosophy of Language 

Emilie du Chatelet also contributed to the development of a 
philosophy of language at a time when French authorities (the 
Academie Frangaise) were convinced that French was the most perfect 
language, and one whose rules every “good” language must imitate. 
Emilie du Chatelet sought to provide an epistemic and logical founda¬ 
tion for ordinary language which took into account philosophic 
advances in analyzing the mind/body problem, particularly regarding 
the nature of perception. Du Chatelet’s philosophy of language is set 
out in La Grammaire Raisonnee, of which only parts survive. 18 
According to Wade 19 among the topics which the lost opening 
chapters apparently dealt with are perception, judging, and reasoning 
as three operations of the mind upon objects. In those discussions, 
Wade surmises, du Chatelet closely followed Book III of Locke’s 
Essay concerning human understanding. She says: 

We say, in Chapter 2 that our mind performs three operations on 
objects, perceiving, judging and reasoning. It is always the second 
of these operations which men reveal when speaking, and that is 
because, not only can one not disclose simple perceptions, but 
similarly because one cannot do so without forming a judgment. ... 
If I say to others “I see a man” I judge that the object that I perceive 
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has the identifying marks of that which I am accustomed to giving 
the name “man.” Therefore whatever men reveal by words is 
always formulated by words which indicate a judgment of the 
mind. 20 


The surviving later chapters in part explore the relationship between 
language and logic. In du Chatelet’s view, rules of language are rules 
of rhetorical logic. However, they function not only in a regulatory 
way, but also as reminders of the ways in which language reveals 
thought processes. When the logical, regulatory aspects of linguistic 
rules coincide with public usage rhetorical elegance is the result. 


HI. COLLABORATIVE WORKS 

In addition to her solely authored works, Emilie du Chatelet col¬ 
laborated with Voltaire on one or two works, and apparently in¬ 
fluenced his thinking in a way that became evident in some of his 
other writings. 

1. Collaboration on Voltaire's Elements 

✓ 

According to Voltaire, du Chatelet collaborated on his Elements de la 
philosophie de Neuton 21 (Elements of Newton’s philosophy). 
Elements offered a systematic analysis of the relationship of Newton’s 
philosophical, mathematical, and scientific works. As part of the 
process of preparing this volume, du Chatelet and Voltaire immersed 
themselves in all the relevant philosophical writings. According to 
Voltaire’s correspondence, he and Mme du Chatelet were reading the 
Leibniz-Clarke correspondence, 22 Locke’s Essay , the works of 
Descartes and the prominent Cartesians including Malebranche, 
Fontenelle, and Mairan, as well as the writings of Newtonians Al- 
garotti, Maupertuis, and others. Du Chatelet’s immersion in Leibniz’ 
metaphysics convinced her to delete some of the metaphysical 
material from Voltaire’s Elements and to develop her own account of 
a metaphysical basis for Newtonian physics. Leibniz’ principle of 
sufficient reason had been incorporated by du Chatelet into some parts 
of Voltaire’s Elements 23 but Voltaire clearly had the final word here: 
the application is tentative. Du Chatelet’s role (if not her authority) in 
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the composition of Voltaire’s Elements de la Philosophie de Neuton is 
apparently not overstated by Voltaire, who in a document which 
predates the publication of the book says: 

.. .madame Du Chatelet had her part in the work. Minerva dictated 
and I wrote. 24 

The attribution of joint authorship of the work to Mme du Chatelet is 
elaborated upon in the avant propos (foreword) to the first edition, and 

also in the epitre dedicatoire (letter of dedication) to the 1748 edition 

✓ 

of Elements. With the publication of the first edition of Voltaire’s 

Elements in 1738, du Chatelet became known as “Lady Newton.” 

✓ 

After the publication of the Elements du Chatelet apparently revised 
her discussion on optics which appeared in that work. All that survives 
of this revision is a portion in which she analyzes color formation. The 
revision was found by Wade in the Voltaire collection at the 
Leningrad public library. It is reproduced in Wade’s Studies on 
Voltaire. 25 

2. Collaboration with Voltaire on Traite de Metaphysique 

Wade summarizes Emilie du Chatelet’s contributions to Voltaire’s 
Traite de Metaphysique (Treatise on Metaphysics). The title of this 
1734 book is misleading: it is primarily about moral philosophy. 
According to Wade, 

...we are now in a position to see more clearly the relationship of 
Voltaire and Mme du Chatelet in the confection of the Traite de 
metaphysique ... Mme du Chatelet suggested the writing of the 
treatise. But it now appears that she also presented problems for 
consideration and debated them with Voltaire. Moreover, Voltaire 
gave her the finished sections for comment and in one case at least 
she added a comment. ...On the other hand... she talked over with 
him her translation of Mandeville and handed to him her finished 
sections for comment. This explains how so much of Mandeville 
and so much more of Mme du Chatelet’s additions to Mandeville 
entered into the composition of Chapters VIII and IX of the 
Traite 26 
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Some commentators have speculated that the concept of literary 
ownership of ideas was not strictly applied by Voltaire and du 
Chatelet to the matter of their publications. One gets the impression of 
an environment at Cirey in which insights and counterarguments were 
freely exchanged in verbal and sometimes written form, only to appear 
in whichever author’s work in progress had occasioned the discussion. 

IV. METAPHYSICS 

Gabrielle Emilie du Chatelet achieved renown for her work in 
philosophy of science and metaphysics. The works in this group are 
each properly considered to include both metaphysics and philosophy 
of science. In what follows I shall (1) briefly describe her writings in 
this hybrid area; (2) outline the chronology of the development of 
Emilie du Chatelet’s metaphysics; (3) briefly describe the nature of 
the metaphysical issues which, in du Chatelet’s view, were left 
unresolved by Newtonian physics; (4) briefly describe the nature of 
the solutions to these problems offered by du Chatelet; and (5) 
summarize the reaction to du Chatelet’s metaphysical writings. 

1. Writings on Metaphysics and Philosophy of Science 

Emilie du Chatelet’s fame as a philosopher began with her collabora¬ 
tion on Voltaire’s Elements de la philosophie de Neuton . Her synopsis 
of Elements ... was published in Journal des Sqavans 21 Other works 
on metaphysics and philosophy of science by the Marquise du 
Chatelet include the mostly lost UEssai sur V optique 2 * (Essay on 
Optics), the Dissertation sur la nature et la propagation du feu 29 
(Dissertation on the nature and propagation of fire), the Institutions de 
Physique 30 (Institutions of Physics), the Principes Mathematiques de 
la Philosophie Naturelle 31 (a translation commentary on Newton’s 
Principia ), and a response to a critic, 32 “Response of Madame *** to 
the letter which M. de Mairan, Perpetual Secretary of the Royal 
Academy of Science, wrote her on February 18 on the question of 
forces v/ves.” 33 

Emilie du Chatelet’s posthumously published commentary/French 
translation of Newton’s Principia Mathematica made that work 
widely available to French audiences for the first time. However, to 
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call her work a translation obscures the fact that she added con¬ 
siderable commentary and analyses of her own. Margaret Alic 
explains: 

Chatelet’s two-volume translation of Newton’s Principia was the 
culmination of her life’s work. It included her commentaries, the 
first part of which was purely mathematical and the second, a 6- 
chapter revision of, and vast improvement over the Elements . Her 
work remains the only French translation of Newton. With its 
publication, Newtonian scientific method became an integral part of 
French Enlightenment philosophy of science for the first time. 34 

A 

It is uncertain exactly when Emilie du Chatelet began her work on the 
translation of Newton’s Principia . However, it is clear from her letters 
during the last year of her life that she considered her edition of the 
Principia to be her most important work. She remained firmly 
convinced that Newtonian physics presented an accurate account of 
how the universe worked. Her prior work, Institutions de Physique , 
had been developed to set the stage, as it were, for Principia . Institu¬ 
tions provided the metaphysical account of why the universe is as 
Principia explains it to be. Her translation is perfectly truthful to 
Newton; her explanations and analyses are intended to demonstrate 
the probative force of his theories. Her corrections and addenda are 
clearly labelled as such. It is clear to the reader where Newton leaves 
off and du Chatelet begins. 

2. The Development ofdu Chatelefs Views on Metaphysics 

Frederick of Prussia was a man whom Voltaire was flattered to be 
courted by, and whom du Chatelet loathed and mistrusted. According 
to litis 35 Mme du Chatelet’s introduction to Leibniz came during the 
period 1736-1737. This was when Frederick sent to Cirey the first 
French translation of Wolff’s Leibnizian metaphysics, Vernunsstige 
Gedancken von Gott, der Weld und der Seele des Menschen, aus alien 
Dingen uberhaupt , 36 Du Chatelet apparently read it in March of 1737. 
Du Chatelet also read Mairan’s anti-Leibnizian Dissertation 37 and the 
Leibniz-Clarke correspondence in the Desmaizeaux anthology. 38 

In December 1737 Emilie du Chatelet wrote to Maupertuis about 
force vive . At about this time she also read Leibniz’s Acta Eruditorum 
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article of March 1686, the “Brevis demonstratio,” 39 on vis viva, and 
Johann Bernoulli’s Discours sur les lois de la communication du 
mouvement 40 (Discourse on the laws of communication of motion). 
Bernoulli’s Discours had won the Academie Royale des Sciences 1730 
essay contest. In that essay he demonstrated the consistency between 
Kepler’s third law of motion (on planetary revolution) and Descartes’ 
theory of vortices. These readings set off a chain of events which 
convinced du Chatelet that Newtonian science needed, as a 
philosophical underpinning, Leibnizian metaphysics. In February 
1738 du Chatelet wrote to Maupertuis concerning Bernoulli’s 
Discoursed Maupertuis’ response favored Bernoulli over Mairan’s 
criticism of Leibniz. 42 That is to say, Maupertuis favored Descartes 
and Leibniz over Mairan’s defense of Newton and Locke. 

In April 1738 Emilie du Chatelet asked Maupertuis whether he 
concurred that Newton’s law of conservation precluded the possibility 
of free will and whether Leibniz avoided that problem. 43 A week later, 
she indicated that she was intrigued with the possibility that 
philosophy and science could demonstrate the synthetic a priori 
character of physics. 44 Her suspicion grew that there was a possibility 
of firmly grounding the impressive Newtonian physics in Leibnizian 
metaphysics in a way which would not require (as she argued New- 
tonianism seemed to) an abandonment of some basic theological 
positions concerning divine and human nature. 

Unknown to Voltaire and to Maupertuis, at this time Mme du 
Chatelet was preparing for submission to the censor Pitot her incom¬ 
plete manuscript of the Institutions de Physique. Janik 45 suggests that 
du CMtelet needed to obtain an objective review of Institutions prior 
to revising it. However, du Chatelet’s identity would become known 
and once that happened, refereeing would follow political lines. 
Voltaire’s enemies would dismiss the work while supporters would be 
uncritically favorable. In order to secure an objective review, the 
manuscript was submitted anonymously through her friend Mme 
Champbonin in September 1738. By November it had passed censor¬ 
ship and was ready for printing 46 However, the first version of 
Institutions did not explore the theological problems which du 
Chatelet was just then coming to realize were posed by an acceptance 
of Newtonianism. 

The arrival of Maupertuis in January of 1739 began a period in 
which du CMtelet clarified her understanding of Leibniz’ philosophy 
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and its relevance to Newtonian physics. Mme du Chatelet immediately 
began revising the already-submitted manuscript of Institutions de 
Physique . By February 1739, she had sent some proof corrections to 
the printer Prault. That same month, at Maupertuis’ insistence, she 
hired Wolffs disciple Koenig to tutor her in mathematics. Koenig 
arrived on April 27. According to Janik, 

Between May and August of 1739, Koenig - unwittingly, as he was 
unaware until September of the forthcoming book - induced mme 
Du Chatelet to carry out a massive rewriting of the earlier chapters 
of the Institutions , in order to bring her so far rather eclectic 
metaphysical views directly into line with some of the major 
doctrines of Wolff and Leibniz. Printing began again in September 
- which meant, incidentally, that mme Du Chatelet had had 
approximately four months, during the crucial and extremely busy 
period of the family lawsuit in Brussels, to rewrite entirely about a 
quarter of her text and substantially revise the mathematical and 
other details in the remaining chapters - with, unavoidably, Koenig 
at last admitted to the secret of the forthcoming publication. 47 


3. Free Will: Problems for Newtonian Science 

During the 1720s and 1730s some members of the Academie des 
Sciences began to abandon Cartesian metaphysics in favor of New¬ 
tonian physics. In general, Emilie du Chatelet was convinced by 
Newtonian physics. However, she felt that until the question “why 
these laws of physics and not some others?” could be answered, 
scientists could not know with confidence that the laws of physics 
with which the world appeared to be in accord would remain those 
with which it was in accord. Newton (and Voltaire) had a quick 
answer to the question “why these laws and not some others?” They 
cited God’s omnipotence as the source of the truth of the laws of 
physics. But, du Chatelet wondered, did God create the universe as an 
expression of his omnipotent will, or as an expression of his omnis¬ 
cient reason? litis notes: 

For Newton and Clarke the world could have been otherwise, for it 

depended on the free exercise of God’s will. 48 
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If that were the case, du CMtelet realized, Newtonian physics had no 
predictive power. God could change his mind. 

Cartesian metaphysics and mechanics had dominated the Academie 
Royale des Sciences , although some members were willing to abandon 
speculative metaphysics in favor of the impressive experimental 
Newtonian physics. Descartes had held the position that a valid 
mechanical explanation of motion must involve the contact of forces 
in motion with forces at rest. Newtonian science left unidentified the 
causes of “forces at a distance” (e.g., gravitational and magnetic 
attraction). Thus Newtonian “forces at a distance” failed to satisfy an 
important basic requirement of Cartesian mechanics. Du Chatelet’s 
September 1738 article “Lettre sur les elements de la philosophic de 
Newton” in Journal des Sgavans had explained and defended New¬ 
ton’s theory of attraction. Du Chatelet had been a pure Newtonian, at 
least at first, but with Koenig’s arrival she became convinced that 
Leibnizian metaphysics provided a philosophical foundation for 
Newtonian physics. Or perhaps of greater importance, she saw 
Leibnizian metaphysics as a way of preserving essential theological 
judgments including the concept of human free agency, and the 
concept of an omniscient, omnipotent deity. 

According to Newton the universe was a giant perfect machine 
created by God. Everything in the universe was fixed and merely in 
one state of motion or rest. Newton’s position was that God maintains 
as constant the amount of movement in the universe. This created two 
metaphysical problems: first, if the machine is perfect, why isn’t it 
self-correcting? Second, there is the ancient problem of apparent 
retrograde planetary motion and of otherwise unexplained erratic 
motions of “heavenly bodies.” It would be easy to remedy the second 
problem by faulting the quality of the observers’ reports; but this 
remedy would appear to cast doubt on the rigor of Newtonian empiri¬ 
cal science. For a Newtonian, the first problem is even more intrac¬ 
table. On Leibniz’ interpretation, the claim that God must continually 
act to maintain the constant motion in the universe represents God as 
an inefficient creator who must regularly intervene in planetary 
motion, necessitating, as it were, perpetual miracles. 49 This interpreta¬ 
tion of Newton was bolstered by remarks made by Clarke (in his 
lectures) that gravity was caused by the continually exerted force of a 
superior immaterial being. In Leibniz’ view this meant that gravity 
was either some occult force or was a perpetual miracle. 



Emilie du Chatelet 139 


In the revision of Institutions du Chatelet reasoned that all motion, 
all action in a Newtonian universe would be predetermined reaction; 
and human initiative would be impossible. No individual would be 
capable of causing action. This meant that the concept of free will 
would become meaningless, precluding the possibility of virtue as 
well as sin. As Mandeville previously noted, the absence of vice posed 
grave consequences for recent and emerging philosophical justifica¬ 
tions for the existence of political society. More importantly, perhaps, 
it made moot Reformation and Counter-Reformation theories of 
salvation and moral responsibility. These were the consequences of 
Newtonianism which Mme du Chatelet knew European society could 
not readily accept. 

4. Solving the Problems of Newtonianism 

Emilie du Chatelet was a scientist as well as a philosopher. She was 
convinced that Newtonian physics provided a sound, statistically valid 
scientific account of the universe. She recognized the distinction 
between prediction that is grounded in statistical probability and 
prediction that is grounded in metaphysical necessity. The former was 

always susceptible to disconfirming data. The latter was not. While 

/ 

writing the first version of the Institutions , Emilie du Chatelet became 
increasingly convinced that Newtonian physics, although impressive 
for its fit with empirical data, did not fit philosophical expectations 
concerning the predictive power of science. Even worse, perhaps, it 
did not fit with theological judgments about divine nature, nor about 
human nature. It could not substitute for Cartesian metaphysics and 
still achieve the desired fit with some of our most basic considered 
judgments. Once the philosophical and theological consequences of 
Newtonianism were understood by the intellectual community, they 
would become untenable. It was important to du Chatelet that, in a 
manner of speaking, the baby not be thrown out with the bath water. 
In du Chatelet’s view, if Newtonianism were modified or perhaps 
merely supplemented by Leibnizian metaphysics it would fit with the 
cherished philosophical and theological views. As a philosopher, she 
could make it possible for scientists to retain Newtonianism and for 
theologians to retain the doctrine that an omnipotent, omniscient deity 
created humans and endowed them with free will. The desire to show 
the consistency of Newtonian science with Christian theology appears 
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to have provided Mme du Chatelet with the motive for seeking a 
sounder metaphysical grounding for Newton. 

The sounder metaphysical foundation for physics sought by Mme 
du Chatelet consisted of a Leibnizian ontology, a Leibnizian 
metaphysics including the doctrine of the identity of indiscemibles, 
and the principles of non-contradiction and of sufficient reason. 
Emilie du Chatelet was convinced that Newton had answered the 
question “how does the universe work?” She set out to answer the 
question “why is the universe as it is?” Du Chatelet’s solution was that 
Leibniz’ principle of non-contradiction explains the logical possibility 
of the existence of the natural world. 50 A world is a possible world if 
and only if God understands it. 51 The actual existence of the world is 
explained by the principle of sufficient reason. 52 That which is 
possible, i.e. that which is understood by God, becomes that which 
actually exists if and only if God wills its existence. 53 In du Chatelet’s 
view, Leibniz had argued convincingly that that which God wills must 
be the best of all possible worlds. In du Chatelet’s view when Leibniz’ 
metaphysics was added to Newton’s physics, the resulting system did 
not preclude belief in God’s perfection as Creator. Her explanation 
went beyond the limits of mechanical explanation without requiring an 
abandonment of Newtonian mechanistic physics. 

The development of an ontology was crucial to the development of 
du Chatelet’s view. Emilie du Chatelet offered a Leibnizian account of 
vis viva : the dynamics of bodies in motion. Her account reduced to 
ridicule arguments offered by Cartesians Mairan and Jurin. 54 litis 55 
and Schiebinger 56 note that Mme du Chatelet came to the conclusion 
that Leibniz’ concept of force vives or vital “monad” together with his 
principle of sufficient reason would provide the necessary foundation 
for Newtonian physics. Leibniz’ concept of “monad” was of a primi¬ 
tive active force (entelechy) inseparably combined with a primitive 
passive (material) force: a true substance. In Institutions... 51 du 
Chatelet describes Wolff’s adaptation of Leibniz’ monadolgy. In it, 
ontological primitives are non-material, non-extended simple beings. 
She postulated that Newtonian-style atoms are material, extended 
aggregates of those simple beings, and visible objects are aggregates 
of atoms. Janik summarizes du Chatelet’s argument: 

...if one accepts Newtonian ontology in which everything real is in 

principle observable, because composed of extended atoms in 
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motion, mechanistically related by discoverable laws, then the laws, 
once discovered, must so to speak exhaust the explanation-space. In 
a perfectly literal sense, nothing remains over as explanandum or 
explanans. 58 

Du Chatelet’s adaptation of Leibnizian ontology to Newtonian 
atomism also resolved the problem of the predictive power of physics. 
According to du Chatelet, Leibniz’ principle of sufficient reason 
explained why merely possible events actually occurred according to 
Newton’s laws of physics rather than remaining merely possible. 
Possible events become actual events because they are willed by God. 

But in mme Du Chatelet’s eyes, the result of accepting Leibniz’s 
and Wolff’s claim that the material world is not the only one, nor 
the most fundamental one, is that the distinction between mechanis¬ 
tic and rational explanation, between cause and sufficient reason, 
neatly matches that between material and immaterial, phenomenal 
and real, etre composes and etres simples . And the conclusion 
implicit in the structure of the 1740 [revised] text of the Institutions 
is that a re-evaluation of the foundations of scientific knowledge 
needs to be worked out in the light of this new ontology. 59 

That new ontology identifies the actual world as that which is willed 
by God because it is the best of all possible worlds. And, du Chatelet 
reasoned, if it is the best of all possible worlds, God will not change 
the way it works because it already must reflect his perfection. 
Conceptually speaking, God cannot change the way this best of all 
possible worlds works. Since, as du Chatelet assumed, Newtonian 
physics provides a sound, valid explanation of the way the actual 
world works, it provides a sound, valid explanation of the way in 
which the best of all possible worlds will continue to work. By 
adapting Leibnizian metaphysics to Newtonian physics, Emilie du 
Chatelet was able to establish the predictability of Newtonian science. 

If the laws of logic and of physics can themselves be viewed as 
expressions of God’s perfect omniscience, then the principle of non¬ 
contradiction would explain the logical possibility of free will, just as 
the principle of sufficient reason would explain the actual existence of 
beings with free will. The existence of humans who are endowed with 
free will is possible because it is a product of God’s understanding. 



142 Emilie du Chdtelet 


Our actual existence is a consequence of God’s willing our existence. 
What God wills is the best of all possible worlds, therefore human free 
will is describable as the freedom to will to act within the constraints 
of human possibilities as those possibilities have been determined by 
God. Du Chatelet’s applications of Leibnizian metaphysics to New¬ 
tonian physics imply that a better fit is possible between Newtonian 
mechanistic accounts of the universe and our considered judgments 
about divine and human natures. No longer are humans reduced to 
being a cog in the machine. Human initiative is possible, human action 
is not necessarily reduced to mere mechanical reaction. Free will is 
restored to the canon and, along with it, virtue, vice, and the warrant 
for the establishment of political society. 

5. Reaction to du Chdtelet’s Metaphysics 

Emilie du CMtelet did not want to discard Newtonian physics, rather 
she considered it circumscribed: limited to explanations of empirical 
physical phenomena. 60 The revised Institutions de Physique went 
beyond synthesizing the philosophies of Newton and Leibniz. It 
directly addressed theological questions raised by the new science as 
well as questions of scientific method and of the limitations of 
experimental science. Nevertheless, du Chatelet’s three-volume 
Institutions de Physique was considered treasonous amongst Newton’s 
disciples. Voltaire apparently did not recognize the need for a 
metaphysical foundation for physics, believing instead that Newton’s 
experiments were so conclusive that speculative metaphysics was an 
amusing waste of time. Voltaire publicly granted that du CMtelet’s 
analysis and explanation of Leibniz showed greater clarity, precision, 
and relevance to Newtonian physics than did Leibniz’ correspondence 
with Clarke. Following the publication of the Institutions members of 
the Academie began corresponding with du Chatelet on her adaptation 
of Leibniz’ theories to Newton’s physics. The dispute solidified du 
Chatelet’s reputation as a metaphysician; her reputation as an ex¬ 
perimental physicist had become widely recognized with the publica¬ 
tion of Voltaire’s Elements. Her writings in metaphysics and 
philosophy of science apparently became widely known rather 
quickly. In 1747, the Gedanken von der wahren Schatzung der 
lebendigen Krafte (Thoughts on the True Estimation of Living Forces) 
by the previously unpublished Immanuel Kant acknowledged the 
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merits of du Chatelet’s criticism of Newton and her polite rejoinder to 
Mairan. However, Kant ridiculed her failure to treat the “great” 
Mairan with sufficient deference. 61 


V. PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE 

As part of her refurbishing of the estate at Cirey, Emilie du Chatelet 
had converted the huge main hall into a physics and chemistry 
laboratory where she performed experiments on heat, light, elasticity, 
and magnetism. Newtonian explanation of these and other phenomena 
was founded on what was considered by the scientific and philosophic 
community to be a very high quality empirical science. In experimen¬ 
tal science, du Chatelet’s interests ranged from empirical studies of 
fire, light, and color to mechanical properties of physical objects 
including magnetism, elasticity, and resistance. This interest in 
experimentation had been sparked by a desire to evaluate Newtonian 
physics by replicating some of his results in preparation for translating 
the Principia . This desire, in turn, had led her to examine critically 
questions of scientific method. In what follows I shall (1) describe du 
Chatelet’s writings on the nature of fire, light, and color and (2) 
describe her views on scientific method. 

1. Fire, Light and Color 

A subject of intense scientific interest in the early eighteenth century 
was the question whether heat was a material substance or was a form 
of energy. Scientific inquiry into the nature of heat (and light and 
color as entities associated with heat) greatly interested du Chatelet. In 
1737 the Academie des Sciences sponsored a physics essay contest. 
Voltaire spent months discussing with Mme du Chatelet the develop¬ 
ment of an essay in which he claimed that light and fire were separate 
material entities which exerted pressure, divided, and propagated. 
Voltaire and du Chatelet jointly conducted experiments, but their 
results did not support Voltaire’s thesis. 

At the last minute Emilie du Chatelet decided to secretly perform 
her own experiments and to submit her own entry. In “Dissertation sur 
la nature et la propagation du feu” 62 (Dissertation on the nature and 
propagation of fire) she claimed that light and heat were a singular 
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entity. This entity emitted (and was perceived as) light to the extent 
that its particles moved in a straight line. It emitted (and was perceived 
as) heat to the degree that the particles moved irregularly. Different 
colored rays emitted different degrees of heat, she claimed. 63 Al¬ 
though this last conclusion was later experimentally validated, du 
Chatelet failed to recognize that the movement was vibration, with 
light and heat caused by vibrations at different speeds. 64 Boyle was 
believed to have shown that fire was extended, particulate matter 
(having mass and weight). When metals are calcinated, it was thought 
that the penetration of fire into the metal increased the weight of the 
metal. Mme du Chatelet repeated Boyle’s experiments with metals of 
varying weights. Du Chatelet’s essay demonstrated that fire was not 
composed of heavy particles which entered into metal during the 
calcination process; rather, calcination entailed a fixation of one or 
more of the elements of which air was composed. Lavoisier 
(1743-1794) would later identify oxygen as the material which 
chemically combined with metal during calcination to increase the 
weight of the metal. Although neither Voltaire nor du Chatelet won 
the academy’s prize, both essays were published by the academy 
together with the prizewinning essay. After submitting this essay du 
Chatelet began her intense consultations with Maupertuis and Koenig 
and began to see the relevance of Leibniz’ philosophy to physics. She 
pleaded with the Academie to permit her to make changes to her Essai 
sur ... feu . The Academie reluctantly agreed to permit her to append 
two pages of errata , but refused to permit du Chatelet to make the 
major revisions she wanted. 

Another essay-length work by du Chatelet is the surviving fourth 
chapter of the otherwise lost UEssay sur UOptique (Essay on Optics). 
That chapter, “De la Formation des Couleurs par Mme du Chatelet” 
(On the Formation of Colors by Madame du Chatelet) appears to be a 
straightforward rendering of Newton’s views on color formation from 
the Optics . The chapter is reproduced in full by Wade in Studies on 
Voltaire With Some Unpublished Papers of Mme du Chatelet . 65 

2. Scientific Method 
✓ 

Emilie du CMtelet understood that much of the disagreement between 
the Newtonians and the Cartesians centered on an as-yet unclear 
account of scientific method. The debate was not merely over whether 



Emilie du Chatelet 145 


experimental physics or theoretical metaphysics provided a more 
accurate account of how the universe functioned. Some issues could 
be settled if physicists employed sound methods of scientific research. 
Du Chatelet recognized that some of the disputes over, for example, 
gravity and planetary revolution were as much methodological as 
metaphysical. Voltaire sided with Clarke in the debates against 
Leibniz and with Locke against the metaphysics of Descartes. Des¬ 
cartes had explained planetary movement around the sun in terms of 
vortices, an explanation adopted by Leibniz. Newton on the other 
hand, explained planetary revolution phenomenologically: we observe 
the phenomenal effect; a force must cause this effect; the name of the 
force is gravity. There had been insufficient data for Newton publicly 
to hypothesize the cause of gravity, so he framed no hypotheses. 66 
According to Newton, the empirical evidence provided sufficient 
proof of gravity as an explanation for planetary revolution in the solar 
system. Only God could have created such a perfect system; “blind 
metaphysical necessity...could produce no variety of things.” 67 
Newton’s convincing account of gravity and planetary revolution may 
have prompted Voltaire to dismiss the need for metaphysics as a 
foundation for science. As early as 1737 Voltaire claimed: 

To my mind, all of metaphysics contains two things, the first, that 
which all sensible men know, the second, that which they can never 
know. 68 

a 

Emilie du Chatelet disagreed. Metaphysics was relevant to science, 
especially at the level of theory-building. It could not be understood at 
the level of common sense; it could be understood only through 
careful philosophical analysis. In her introduction to Institutions she 
pointedly paraphrased: 

Metaphysics contains two types of things: the first, that which all 
who put their minds to good use would be able to know; and the 
second, and greater, that which they will never know. 69 

As early as the original draft of Institutions du Chatelet had argued 
against Newtonian tendencies to dismiss the use of metaphysical 
hypotheses in scientific methodology, particularly at the most abstract 
level, that of theory-building. Newtonians favored instead theory 
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construction by statistical generalization from repeated controlled 
observations of empirical data. But, du Chatelet reasoned, empirical 
hypotheses could be demonstrated only to be contingently true. 
Disconfirming data could appear at any time. After studying Leibniz, 
du Chatelet became convinced that the principle of sufficient reason 
had a central role in philosophy of science. In the revised (published) 
version of Institutions , the principle of sufficient reason provides a 
basis for distinguishing between actualized and non-actualized 
metaphysical hypotheses. This meant that true scientific hypotheses 
(i.e., sound or actualized valid metaphysical hypotheses) could be 
proven to be more than contingently true. 70 

Newton’s famous statement “hypotheses non fingo” (I frame no 
hypotheses) had seemingly set the criteria for hypothesis formulation 
in science. Unable empirically to confirm the cause of gravity, 
Newton insisted that no hypothesis as to its cause be advanced. 71 Du 
Chatelet criticized Newton’s dictum. In her view, the principle of 
sufficient reason had proved to be quite serviceable in demonstrating 
the consistency between Newtonian physics on the one hand and 
philosophical and theological judgments about human and divine 
nature on the other. It was therefore essential that a scientific account 
of the physical universe be constructed in terms of the principle of 
sufficient reason. In du Chatelet’s view, it is inevitable that we 
formulate some suppositions as part of the accounting process. When 
we develop a mechanistic and rational explanation of phenomena, she 
said, we are, in fact, introducing hypotheses. When we conclude that 
the causes of phenomena are not directly observable, de facto 
hypotheses are being formulated; among them, the negative 
hypothesis that the observable data are not among the causes. There 
may be errors in our observation, or faults in our analysis of the 
data. 72 

Du Chatelet urged the acceptance of guidelines for hypothesis- 
formulation to assist scientists in distinguishing good from bad 
hypotheses. Among the things she proposed was that scientists more 
thoroughly gather and document data; that they be willing to revise 
hypotheses in light of disconfirming data; and that scientists be willing 
to consider whether apparent wholesale falsification of a hypothesis 
by the data requires refutation of the entire hypothesis, or only parts of 
it. The fact that some hypotheses have been “fantastic,” she says, is 
not sufficient cause for claiming (as Baconian ideology seemed to) 
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that “pure” scientific observation is always possible and can replace 
metaphysical hypotheses. We must develop an understanding of the 
limits of scientific hypothesis construction. She says: 

...in distinguishing between good and bad use of hypotheses, one 
must avoid both extremes, and without embracing fictions, one 
need not strip the sciences of a method [e.g. metaphysics] which is 
essential to the art of inventing and which is the only one that can 
be used in difficult research which needs many centuries to correct, 
and the work of many men before reaching a certain [state of] 
perfection. 73 

Our ability to recognize particular metaphysical hypotheses as false 
does not prove that no metaphysical hypotheses are true. Rather, it 
proves that without being able to articulate it, we have acquired the 
metaphysical knowledge and have developed the scientific methodol¬ 
ogy to distinguish false from true. On du Chatelet’s account, this 
understanding of the role of metaphysics in scientific theory-formation 
provides the foundation for scientific progress. 

The kinds of distinctions which philosophers of the twentieth 
century are comfortable making between metaphysics, philosophy of 
science, scientific theory, and scientific experimentations were less 
comfortably made three centuries ago. Hence, the distinction which I 
have made between Emilie du Chatelet’s metaphysics and philosophy 
of science, and between Newtonian physics and accounts of scientific 
experimentation, are at best contrived and artificial. Nevertheless, 
such distinctions help to illustrate to the contemporary reader the 
breadth and depth of du Chatelet’s insights. In point of fact, du 
Chatelet and her contemporaries considered these subjects to be 
inseparable from each other as well as from larger theological and 
moral issues. 


VI. CONCLUSIONS 
* 

Emilie du Chatelet enjoyed all of the prerogatives of an aristocratic 
woman of the eighteenth century, including that of living openly with 
her lover, Voltaire, so long as she fulfilled her social obligations as 
wife of the Marquis du Chatelet-Lomont. This privileged status 
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enabled her to overcome what may otherwise have been insurmount¬ 
able obstacles to obtaining an advanced education. She hired profes¬ 
sors from the Sorbonne to teach her physics and mathematics. She 
spent a fortune on books and scientific equipment and converted her 
husband’s abandoned, run-down estate into an intellectual sanctuary 
for herself and Voltaire. Her rank and wealth gave her access to some 
of the most gifted philosophies on the European continent. Her intellect 
and her talent for philosophy and science gained her the admiration 
and respect of leaders in both fields. 

In du Chatelet’s view, the failure of science to inquire why was a 
serious philosophical shortcoming. Du Chatelet’s major project was to 
provide a philosophical foundation for modem physics, to explain why 
the universe must operate according to Newtonian laws of physics. 
She did that in part by seeking a purely rational explanation of the 
truths of Newtonian physics. This led to her adaptation of Wolff’s 
Leibnizianism and her application of Leibnizian metaphysics to 
Newtonian physics. In the process, she found that Newtonian science 
was needlessly mistaken in its wholesale rejection of Cartesian 
metaphysics. Elements of modified Cartesian and fairly intact Leib¬ 
nizian metaphysics could put physics on firm philosophical footings. 
It could do this without requiring the abandonment of a conception of 
human nature as endowed with free will and with it, all the advances 
of Enlightenment theology and moral, social, and political philosophy. 
As Janik notes, du Chatelet’s aim in the Institutions was “to 
demonstrate the complementarity of what to others appeared to be 
diametrically opposed systems and modes of thought.” 74 

As a philosopher and physicist Emilie du Chatelet had the respect 
of leading thinkers in both fields. She immediately preceded the age of 
the great French Newtonian-influenced mathematician-scientists 
Laplace, Fourier, and Lavoisier. Kant’s familiarity with her works 
indicates that her influence quickly extended beyond France. In the 
twentieth century, Einstein’s discoveries rekindled philosophical and 
scientific interest in Newtonian physics. Yet, for two and a half 
centuries, Emilie du Chatelet remains the sole French translator of 
Newton’s Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy. This 
simple fact indicates the depth and clarity of her analysis of New¬ 
tonian physics. Her work to provide a metaphysical foundation for the 
new physics had crucial implications for the survival of Enlightenment 
moral, religious, social, and political institutions. She recognized that 
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the survival of theological doctrines of free will and of divine om¬ 
nipotence and omniscience was largely dependent upon the resolution 
of related issues in metaphysics and physics. In strikingly different 
ways, her translation of Newton’s Principia and her own works 
Institutions de Physique and Examen de la Genese analyzed these 
issues. Clearly, the importance for Enlightenment philosophy of the 
contributions made by Gabrielle-Emilie le Tonnelier de Breteuil du 
Chatelet-Lomont merit additional consideration by contemporary 
philosophers. 
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9. Mary Wollstonecraft 


KATE LINDEMANN 


While it is understandable that not everyone is familiar with Mary 
Wollstonecraft’s novels or book reviews, it is astonishing that some 
omit her philosophical works from courses in eighteenth-century 
thought, social philosophy, philosophical psychology or philosophy of 
education. She offers clear, well-argued theories concerning human 
nature, the nature of society and the right forms of education, and 
these theories are significantly different from those of Rousseau and 
other eighteenth-century philosophers. To omit her work is to omit 
both a strong proponent of women’s equality and a major thinker in 
the “British radical tradition.” 


I. BIOGRAPHY 

Mary Wollstonecraft was bom April 27, 1759, the second child but 
eldest daughter in a family fraught with difficulties. Her mother, 
Elizabeth Dickson Wollstonecraft, bore seven children. 1 She was 
submissive to her husband but overdemanding of these children. 2 
Edward John Wollstonecraft never developed enough discipline to 
“settle down or persevere in the face of difficulties.” 3 After receiving 
his inheritance he quit his job in his father’s weaving business and led 
the family down the social scale through a series of failed farming 
ventures. He drank a great deal and became increasing violent and 
brutal at home. 4 

The children developed specific family roles. Mary became “helper 
and protector” not only for her brothers and sisters but for her mother 
also. 5 
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She would often throw herself between the despot and his victim, 
with the purpose to receive upon her own person the blows that 
might be directed against her mother. She had even laid [sic] whole 
nights upon the landing-place near their chamber-door, when, 
mistakenly, or with reason, she apprehended that her father might 
break out into paroxysms of violence. 6 

In 1770 the family moved to Beverly and Mary met Jane Arden, 
whose friendship provided “another family” full of warmth as well as 
the intellectual influence of Jane’s father, John Arden, a teacher and 
philosopher. In 1774 the family moved to Huxton, and Mary again 
sought mentors outside her home. 7 The Clares, a retired couple, 
introduced her to Fanny Blood who became: 

.. .a friend, whom I love better than all the world beside, a friend to 
whom I am bound by every tie of gratitude and inclination: to live 
with this friend is the height of my ambition, as her conversation is 
not more agreeable than improving. I could dwell forever on her 
praises, and you wo(uld) not wonder at it, if you knew the many 
favors she has conferred on me, and the many valuable qualifica¬ 
tions she possesses; she has a masculine understanding, and sound 
judgement, yet she has every feminine virtue... . 8 

As she matured Wollstonecraft decided to make her own way in the 
world and progressed through a series of positions as companion, 
governess and founder of a day school. At the same time she con¬ 
tinued to “rescue” brothers and sisters, nursed her dying mother and 
suffered the loss of her closest friend, Fanny Blood, in childbirth. 9 In 

1785 she took the suggestion of John Hewett and began to write. She 
composed Thought on the Education of Daughters: with Reflections 
on Female Conduct, in the More Important Duties of Life. In April of 

1786 Hewett’s publisher, Joseph Johnson, accepted the work with 
payment of ten guineas. 10 Within a year she joined Johnson’s publish¬ 
ing house as a writer and reviewer. In Joseph Johnson she found a 
caring ‘father figure’ who offered sound and careful criticism of her 
writing. Wollstonecraft blossomed and soon produced a sizable corpus 
of translations and original works. 11 

She proceeded through a series of attachments and love affairs. 
These are not detailed here since they did not provide the material for 
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her writing to the same degree as her earlier experiences. Of her last 
attachment and eventual marriage to William Godwin, something 
should be said because it did provide a new tone to her work and 
because Godwin compiled the four-volume Posthumous Works of the 
Author of a Vindication of the Rights of Woman and composed his 
Memoirs of the Author of a Vindication of the Rights of Woman, which 
has been such a remarkable source for biographers. 12 

Godwin understood much of what drove Mary. He not only loved 
her, he marveled at her mind, her taste, the assurance that welled up 
out of the currents of her conflicts, and he recognized she had 
reached a compelling amalgamation of heart and head he could 
neither match nor resist. Mary’s capacity for tenderness, previously 
more spoken of than sustained, increased with Godwin, as did her 
humor, for she could make fun of her own egotism and Godwin’s 
pedantry. 13 

They married but did “not entirely cohabit.” 14 They took nearby 
lodgings. Godwin went to his apartment “every morning and remained 
sometimes for meals...often returning...for dinner. Mary’s study was 
her own, as were her ideas.” 15 

In 1797 while she was pregnant with their second child she worked 
on a book of reading lessons. She planned another on pregnancy and 
the care of infants but never wrote it. Mary Wollstonecraft died of 
pueperal fever ten days after giving birth. 16 

During her lifetime Wollstonecraft’s ideas and actions aroused so 
much ire that at one point her siblings thought to “escape to America” 
to avoid notoriety. 17 She often acted boldly, even risking imprison¬ 
ment as when she rescued her seriously depressed sister from a 
damaging domestic situation. 18 Yet she acted out of reasoned argu¬ 
ment and a sense of justice for all. Her essays have outlasted those of 
her critics. 


II. WORKS 

After Joseph Johnson bought her Thoughts on the Education of 
Daughters and her autobiographical novel Mary , he suggested that she 
try translations, children’s books and the newly developed market for 
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literate, wealthy women. The works flowed: 

- 1787: Original Stories from Real Life; with Conversations , 
Calculated to Regulate the Affections , and Form the Mind to 
Truth and Goodness. 

- 1788: First book reviews for Johnson and Christie’s new 
publication, The Analytical Review . This was a task she con¬ 
tinued for many years. 

- 1789: Translation of De UImportance des Opinions Religieuses 
by Necker. Soon after she translated Young Grandison from the 
French and compiled Female Reader , a collection of poetry and 
prose to which she also contributed. 

- 1790: Translation of Elements of Morality by Salzmann. 

- A Vindication of the Rights of Men in answer to Burke’s 
Reflections on the Revolution . 

- 1792: A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. 

- 1794: Historical and Moral View of the Origin and Progress of 
the French Revolution . 

- 1797: “On Poetry, and Our Relish of the Beauties of Nature.” 
Her first article in another journal, Monthly Magazine} 9 

In addition, she composed two unpublished works of fiction, the Cave 
of Fancy and Maria , or the Wrongs of Women. 20 


HI. PHILOSOPHY 

All Wollstonecraft’s writings are marked by spirited prose and careful 
observation. Several employ strong criticism and rigorous logic. What 
is most remarkable about these works, however, is that their author 
was without significant formal schooling. Oxford and Cambridge were 
first-rate universities but, like all institutions of higher education, they 
were closed to women. Indeed Wollstonecraft lacked more than a few 
months of day school. What she knew came from reading, from 
conversation with every person of first-rate mind she met and by 
careful attention to sound criticism of her own work. Her philosophi¬ 
cal essays are especially representative of these modalities. 
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1. Human Nature 

A theory about the nature of human beings forms the central core of 
all Wollstonecraft’s philosophy. A succinct statement of this theory 
occurs in the early part of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman: 

In what does man’s pre-eminence over the brute consist? The 
answer is as clear as that a half is less than the whole; in Reason. 
What acquirement exalts one being above another? Virtue; we 
spontaneously reply. 

For what purpose were the passions implanted? 

That man by struggling with them might attain a degree of 
knowledge denied to the brutes; whispers experience. 21 

Reason is the distinguishing characteristic of humankind and it is 
common to all human beings. If there are human beings who do not 
exhibit cultivated reason, this can only be ascribed to neglect or 
wrongful socialization perpertrated by society and its institutions. 22 
Wollstonecraft is convinced that neither sex nor class are relevant to 
the initial birthright of human beings as reasonable. To believe 
otherwise would be to believe either that human beings are not made 
in the image of God or that God is unreasonable. 23 

This view of human beings is contained in the earlier A Vindication 
of the Rights of Men , which was one of many replies to Edmund 
Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France . 

But I was not with an individual when I contend for the rights of 
men and the liberty of reason. You see I do not condescend to cull 
my words to avoid the invidious phrase, nor shall I be prevented 
from giving a manly definition of it, by the flimsy ridicule which a 
lively fancy has interwoven with the present acceptation of the 
term. Reverencing the rights of humanity, I shall dare to assert 
them... 24 

Burke’s essay has asserted “that the hereditary principle of succession 
was sacred and had never been broken, that the alliance between civil 
government and an established church was necessary for the 
maintenance of social order, that civil authority and all careers related 
to it should be restricted to men 6 of permanent property.’ 25 
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Wollstonecraft attacked each of these assertions and although the 
essay as a whole is more specific and contains fewer substantial 
arguments than A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, it reveals most 
of the assertions and many of the exact phrases used in the later work. 

In her second Vindication Wollstonecraft elaborates on her theme 
of a universal human nature and examines its application to sexual 
differences. Wollstonecraft may not use the vocabulary of sex vs. 
gender distinctions but she clearly employs the concept. The only 
distinction between the sexes is that “it is observable that the female in 
point of strength is, in general, inferior to the male. This is the law of 
nature and it does not appear to be suspended or abrogated in favor of 
woman.” 26 All other distinctions are the result of education and 
socialization. She consistently asserts that if women do not think for 
themselves, if they are weak-willed and vacillating or if they are 
preoccupied by externals of clothing and manners, this is solely the 
result of their training. 

In an important passage she notes that such traits are not the result 
of sexual distinction because males who receive similarly defective 
socialization exhibit the same traits. This can be seen by anyone who 
observes military men: 


A standing army, for instance, is incompatible with freedom; 
because subordination and rigour are the very sinews of military 
discipline; and despotism is necessary to give vigour to enterprises 
that one will directs. 

.. .Every corps is a chain of despots, who, submitting and tyranniz¬ 
ing without exercising their reason, become dead weights of vice 
and folly on the community. A man of rank or fortune, sure of 
rising by interest, has nothing to do but to pursue some extravagant 
freak; whilst the needy gentleman, who is to rise, as the phrase 
turns, by his merit, becomes a servile parasite or vile pander. 

Sailors, the naval gentlemen, come under the same description, 
only their vices assume a different and a grosser cast. They are 
more positively indolent, when not discharging the ceremonials of 
their station; whilst the insignificant fluttering of soldiers may be 
termed active idleness. More confined to the society of men, the 
former acquire a fondness for humour and mischievous tricks; 
whilst the latter, mixing frequently with well-bred women, catch a 
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sentimental cant. - But mind is equally out of the question, whether 
they indulge the horse-laugh, or polite simper. 27 


2. Ethics 

Given that both sexes are equal in everything but physical strength; 
given that human nature is distinguished by reason and that the daily 
struggle with passion results in truly human knowledge, both men and 
women ought to strive for the same human virtues. 

.. .from every quarter have I heard exclamations against masculine 
women; but where are they to be found? If by this appellation men 
mean to inveigh against their ardour in hunting, shooting and 
gaming, I shall most cordially join in the cry; but it be against the 
imitation of manly virtues... the attainment of those talents and 
virtues... which enables the human character, and which raise 
females in the scale of animal being, when they are comprehen¬ 
sively termed mankind... (I wish) that they may every day grow 
more and more masculine. 28 

And what are those virtues? They can be summarized: To act 
reasonably, to use one’s own freedom and respect the freedom of 
others, to do productive work and to parent wisely. To fail in these 
virtues is to fail one’s duty as a human being. 

Wollstonecraft critiques both groups and individuals for their 
failure to meet these human duties. She criticises men as a group and 
specific thinkers individually for employing “their reason to justify 
prejudices” and for avoiding “close investigation” of their vices or the 
partiality of European civilization. 29 She criticizes all rulers who set 
themselves above and limit the freedom of common citizens. 30 She 
criticizes the upper classes, ladies and gentlemen, as unproductive 
parasites and she criticizes parent(s) who fail “to form the heart and 
enlarge the understanding of his child” or who fail(s) to raise children 
as independent, productive citizens. 31 In this last case she argues that 
the duty of adult children to care for their aging parents is abrogated in 
those cases where parents failed to meet their duties when the children 
were young. 32 
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3. Social and Political Philosophy 

“That the society is formed in the wisest manner, whose constitution is 
founded on the nature of man” is the basis of Wollstonecraft’s social 
and political thought. 33 Thus it is not surprising that she favors an 
egalitarian society and is critical of every institutionalization of 
privilege. 

Elissa S. Guralnick notes that it is a social/political theory that 
drives much of Wollstonecraft’s work: 

.. .the feminism that animates the Rights of Woman is merely a 
special instance of the political radicalism that animates the Rights 
of Men. To ignore this fact is to misconstrue much of the basic 
character of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. It is to fail, as 
Wollstonecraft’s critics have usually done to understand the 
propriety of the work’s apparent digressions into such tenuously 
related material as the tyrannical abuse of power by kings on the 
effect[ive]ness of their courts, or the detrimental effects upon 
society of the existence of a standing army and navy, or the 
mistakes of educators who would lead boys too early into an 
understanding of the vices of the world. And it is to underestimate 
as well the full extent of the social reform that Wollstonecraft 
envisions as necessary to ameliorate the condition of women in her 
society. 34 

The social critique in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman is 
wideranging. Wollstonecraft critiques the monarchy: “... regal power, 
in a few generations introduces idiotism into the nobel stem.. .” 35 

It is impossible for any man, when the most favorable cir¬ 
cumstances concur, to acquire sufficient knowledge and strength of 
mind to discharge the duties of a king, entrusted with uncontrolled 
power; how then must they be violated when his very elevation is 
an insuperable bar to the attainment of either wisdom or virtue; 
when all the feelings of a man are stiffled by flattery, and reflection 
shut out by pleasure. 36 


She criticizes the army. “A standing army, for instance, is incom¬ 
patible with freedom; because subordination and rigour are the very 
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sinews of military discipline; and despotism is necessary to give vigor 
to enterprises that one will directs.” 37 She criticizes upper classes, 
ladies and gentlemen as parasitical. Indeed, she criticizes every non¬ 
egalitarian social form. “After attacking the sacred majesty of Kings, I 
shall scarcely excite surprise by adding my firm persuasion that every 
profession in which great subordination of rank constitutes its power, 
is highly injurious to morality.” 38 A Vindication of the Rights of 
Woman is a work of feminism, but it is also a cogent exposition of 
radical social philosophy, and as such it belongs in all presentations of 
the British radical tradition. 

4. Philosophy of Education 

While some thinkers portray Wollstonecraft as only a reformer for 
women’s education, it is apparent that her proposals for educational 
reform are far wider in scope. Like much of Western educational 
theory, Wollstonecraft’s proposals for reform are grounded in a clear 
philosophical psychology, ethics and social philosophy. In addition 
they benefit from Wollstonecraft’s experience as founder and teacher 
of a children’s day school and from her first-hand acquaintance with 
the tasks and daily preoccupations of the varied classes in eighteenth- 
century England. 

Her criticism of both British and European schools is direct and 
sharp. “I still, however, think schools, as they are now regulated, the 
hot-beds of vice and folly, and the knowledge of human nature, 
supposed to be attained there, merely cunning selfishness.” 39 She 
attacks both public and private schools for their subversion of 
children’s inquisitive minds and the corruption of moral character. 40 
She critiques dogmatism and the classism endemic to the system. 41 

So far, however, from thinking of the morals of boys, I have heard 
several masters of schools argue, that they only undertook to teach 
Latin and Greek; and they had fulfilled their duty, by sending some 
good scholars to college. 

A few good scholars, I grant, may have been formed by emulation 
and discipline ; but, to bring forward these clever boys, the health 
and morals of a number have been sacrificed... . 

It is not for the benefit of society that a few brilliant men should be 
brought forward at the expence of the multitude A 2 
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Wollstonecraft argues for national, co-educational schools. 

...day schools, for particular ages, should be established by 
government, in which boys and girls might be educated together. 
The school for the younger children, from five to nine years of age, 
ought to be absolutely free and open to all classes. 43 

Teachers should be chosen by a committee and held accountable for 
the performance of their duties. 44 Children should “dress alike” and be 
subject to the same discipline so as to root out unnatural distinctions 
by class. 45 

The school should be surrounded by open property and children be 
granted “gymnastic play” after each hour of sedentary occupation. 
They should be encouraged in every form of peer inquiry, and nature 
should be the occasion for theoretical learnings. 46 Above all, the 
curriculum should emphasize thinking and the formation of character 
so that graduates will be good citizens. 47 

Wollstonecraft does not eliminate all remnants of class or gender 
distinctions, however, since after the age of nine, separate curricula 
are proposed. Vocational students should be separated from those 
destined for the liberal arts. All vocational students should continue to 
share co-education in the morning but separate training in “women’s 
trades” and “men’s trades” in the afternoon. 48 As for those who by 
superior ability or family wealth are destined for the liberal arts, they 
should study “the dead and living languages, the elements of science, 
...history and politics...polite literature” in co-educational settings. 49 
At all levels of education, the formation of values and the reasoned 
training of the passions should be of utmost concern so character, and 
not merely intellect, can develop. 50 

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman was written in response to 
Talleyrand’s report on public education in France, so it focuses its 
argumentation on co-equal education for women. The topic is 
addressed in every chapter. Wollstonecraft utilizes two separate 
frameworks. The first stems from her rational psychology: human 
beings are rational by nature and the sexes are equal in all things but 
physical strength. Thus, both sexes are called to the same perfection 
and unless they receive the same education they will not be able to 
fulfill their human destiny. The second framework is more pragmatic, 
“Contending for the rights of woman... if she be not prepared by 
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education to become the companion of man, she will stop the progress 
of knowledge and virtue; for truth must be common to all, or it will be 
ineficasious with respect to its influence on general practice.” 51 In 
addition she contends that uneducated women are unable to meet the 
new social requirements of changing economic conditions. 

5. Influences on Wollstonecraft’s Philosophy 

While some think of Wollstonecraft as a “lone rebel,” her unique 
contribution of substance and style is better appreciated when she is 
seen in the context of eighteenth-century thought. It is not possible, in 
so short an article, to review all the swirling currents of thought on the 
Continent and in the British Isles. It is important to note, however, the 
specific influences of the British “dissenting movement” and some 
women writers. 

Wollstonecraft was long acquainted with the leading thinkers of the 
Dissenting interest. Newington Green, where she established her day 
school, was an intellectual center of the Dissenters. 52 Joseph Johnson, 
her employer and publisher, was a Dissenter and “the publisher of Joel 
Barlow, Thomas Christie, Joseph Priestly, William Blake, Thomas 
Paine, the young Wordsworth, and such non-political writers as 
William Cowper.” 53 She would have known the resolutions of 1788 
which stated: 

1) that civil and political authority were derived from the people; 2) 
that the abuse of power justifies resistance; and 3) that the right of 
private judgement, liberty of conscience, trial by jury, freedom of 
the press and of election - ought ever to be held sacred and inviol¬ 
able! 54 


She reviewed Dr. Richard Price’s A Discourse on the Love of Our 
Country... to the Society Commemorating the Revolution in Great 
Britain for The Analytical in December of 1789. 55 Thus, when 
Edmund Burke attacked the dissenting principles through a reply to 
Price, she was ready to answer Burke’s conservative position and A 
Vindication of the Rights of Men was composed in less than a 
month. 56 

What Wollstonecraft “had seen and what in her own life had 
troubled and perplexed her had been given focus and more generalized 
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meaning by the philosophical concepts she had learned from 
Price ...” 57 Further, the Dissenters around Joseph Johnson taught her 
to “turn experience to polemical use.” 58 Her acquaintance with 
English Dissenters helped shape both the substance and style of her 
writing. 

A second major influence on Wollstonecraft was the work of a 
small group of women writers who argued for women’s rights and 
education. A Serious Proposal to the Ladies by Mary Astell is one 
such work, but the Letters on Education by Catharine Macaulay is 
even more significant. 59 

Wollstonecraft neither met nor corresponded with Catharine 
Macaulay, but she much admired Macaulay’s work. 60 Not only is 
Macaulay one of the several women noted with admiration in Chapter 
V of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, but Wollstonecraft repeats 
and develops many points from Macaulay’s Letters on Education. 

For example, Macaulay argues for co-education on these grounds: 

First, That there is but one rule of right for the conduct of all 
rational beings; consequently that true virtue in one sex must be 
equally so in the other, whenever a proper opportunity calls for its 
exertion; and vice versa, what is vice in one sex, cannot have a 
different property when found in the other. 

Second, That true wisdom, which is never found at variance with 
rectitude, is as useful to women as to men; because it is necessary 
to the highest degree of happiness, which can never exist with 
ignorance. 

Lastly, That as on our first entrance into another world, our state of 
happiness may possibly depend on the degree of perfection we have 
attained in this, we cannot justly lessen, in one sex or the other, the 
means by which perfection, that is another word for wisdom, is 
acquired. 61 

In another letter Macaulay states: 

The social duties in the interesting characters of daughter, wife, and 
mother, will be but ill performed by ignorance and levity, and in the 
domestic converse of husband and wife... Be no longer niggards, 
then, O ye parents, in bestowing on your offspring, every blessing 
which nature and fortune renders them capable of enjoying! 
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Confine not the education of your daughters to what is regarded as 
the ornamental parts of it, nor deny the graces to your sons... Let 
your children be brought up together, let their sports and studies be 
the same; ... By the uninterrupted intercourse which you will thus 
establish, both sexes will find, that friendship may be enjoyed 
between them without passion. The wisdom of your daughters will 
preserve them from the bane of coquetry... Your sons will look for 
something more solid in women... They will become the constant 
benefactors of that part of their family who stand in need of their 
assistance; and in regard to all matters of domestic concern, the 
unjust distinction of primogeniture will be deprived of its sting. 62 

Further, Macaulay claims that there is no characteristic difference 
between the sexes, and she launches a critique of Rousseau, “the most 
conspicuous” of those who assert sexual differences in character. 63 In 
A Vindication of the Rights of Woman Wollstonecraft acknowledges 
her indebtedness. She states that she expected Macaulay’s 
“approbation” and the “Coinciding in opinion with Mrs. Macaulay 
relative to many branches of education, I refer to her valuable work, 
instead of quoting her sentiments to support my own.” 64 

Wollstonecraft’s unique contributions can be fully appreciated 
when the ideas and styles that influenced her are recognized. She 
utilized ideas about God, human nature and the state gained from 
Dissenters and her feminism must be seen against the rising critique of 
society’s partiality. Ralph Wardle notes that Mary’s genius was to 
juxtapose the oppression of men (class oppression) and the oppression 
of women. Thus, she saw their similarity. Yet her insight was more 
profound, for she recognized that the liberation of women would 
engender the liberation of all humankind. 65 

6. Critique of Rousseau 

While Wollstonecraft is but one of a series of feminists who offers a 
critique of Rousseau, and while there is similarity in word patterns as 
well as arguments from Macaulay to Wollstonecraft, the latter offers a 
far more extensive and documented critique than that of Letters on 
Education. From the first chapter of A Vindication of the Rights of 
Woman Wollstonecraft is at pains to point out the errors in Rousseau’s 
philosophy. Her analysis states: 
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Impressed by this view of the misery and disorder which pervaded 
society, and fatigued with jostling against artificial fools, Rousseau 
became enamoured of solitude, and, being at the same time an 
optimist, he labours with uncommon eloquence to prove that man 
was naturally a solitary animal. 66 

She continues in like vein, noting that his disgust “with artificial 
manners and virtues” coupled with indiscriminate thought, led him to 
blame civilization for the vestiges from barbarism 67 

In Chapter II, after noting Milton’s contribution to the prevailing 
opinion concerning sexual character, she states her task and method. 
She then focuses on Rousseau: 

I now principally allude to Rousseau, for his character of Sophia is, 
undoubtedly, a captivating one, though it appears to me grossly 
unnatural; however it is not the superstructure, but the foundation 
of her character, the principles on which her education was built, 
that I mean to attack; nay, warmly as I admire the genius of that 
able writer, whose opinions I shall often have occasion to cite. 68 

She continues: 

Rousseau declares that a woman should never, for a moment, feel 
herself independent, that she should be governed by fear to exercise 
her natural cunning, and made a coquetish slave in order to render 
her a more alluring object of desire, a sweeter companion to man, 
whenever he chooses to relax himself. 

What nonsense! when will a great man arise with sufficient strength 
of mind to puff away the fumes which pride and sensuality have 
thus spread over the subject! If women are by nature inferior to 
men, their virtues must be the same in quality, if not in degree, or 
virtue is a relative idea; consequently, their conduct should be 
founded on the same principles, and have the same aim. 69 

A more detailed and systematic set of criticism are found in Chapter 

V, Animadversions on some of the Writers Who Have Rendered 

Women Objects of Pity, Bordering on Contempt , where she cites 

✓ 

passage after passage from Emile and shows how each is either based 
on false assumptions or leads to logical contradiction or detrimental 
social practice. 
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In addition to this paragraph-by-paragraph critique of Emile , 
Wollstonecraft charges Rousseau with inadequate experience on 
which to base his claims: 

I have probably, had an opportunity of observing more girls in their 
infancy than J.J. Rousseau - I can recollect my own feelings, and I 
have looked steadily around me... . 70 

She also speculates that the psychological basis of Rousseau’s 
consistent denigration of women is “to justify to himself the affection 
which weakness and virtue had made him cherish for that fool 
Theresa. He could not raise her to the common level of her sex; and 
therefore he laboured to bring woman down to hers.” 71 


IV. CONCLUSIONS 

Mary Wollstonecraft conceived her philosophy out of her own 
experience. She joined the results of her own history and observations 
of society of her time with ideas gained from conversation and the 
critical reading necessary to a professional book reviewer. Although 
she believed in the importance and power of reason, she subjected 
every idea to the test of everyday experience. Having felt the force of 
paternal oppression, the might of the established Church, the monar¬ 
chy and the non-productive upper classes, she writes with a passion 
and a logic typical of reformers and revolutionaries on both sides of 
the Atlantic. Some might find her advocacy of motherhood as the 
norm for women or her statement “that, from the constitution of their 
bodies, men seem to be designated by Providence to attain a greater 
degree of virtue” 72 too conservative for contemporary times, but for 
the eighteenth century she offered a vision of an egalitarian, 
democratic, productive society. One of her last letters contains her 
own assessment: 

Those who are bold enough to advance before the age they live in, 
and to throw off, by the force of their minds, the prejudices which 
the maturing reason of the world will in time disavow, must leam to 
brave censure. We ought not to be too anxious respecting the 
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opinions of others -1 am not too fond of vindications. - Those who 
know me will suppose that I acted from principle. Nay, as we in 
general give others credit for worth, in proportion as we possess 
it - I am easy with regard to the opinions of the best part of 
mankind. -1 rest on my own. 73 
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10. Clarisse Coignet 


JEFFNER ALLEN 


I. INTRODUCTION 

Clarisse Coignet (1823-?), moral philosopher, educator, and historian, 
was an active leader of La Morale independante, a political and social 
movement that sought to establish the independence of morality from 
science and religion. 

The reform of the French educational system, which followed the 
proclamation of the Republic, sparked Clarisse Coignet’s earliest 
published writings. Her first defense of public education appeared in 
1856; her biography of Elisa Grimailh Lemonnier, a Saint-Simonian 
who founded professional schools for young women, was published in 
1866; two tracts in support of free education in primary schools 
followed in 1870 and 1871. Coignet’s textbook for moral education in 
secular schools, published in 1874, was widely recognized and 
debated. Her studies on education in a democracy and morality in 
education were published in 1881 and 1883. A critical examination of 
reforms that attempted to reintroduce religion into moral education 
was completed in 1905. 

Of considerable philosophical significance is Clarisse Coignet’s La 
Morale independante dans son principe et son objet, 1869, a Kantian- 
inspired work that arose from her editorship of the weekly newspaper, 
La Morale independante, 1865-1870. De Kant a Bergson: 
reconciliation de la religion et de la science dans un spiritualisme 
nouveau, 1911, is an important supplement to her earlier work, for it 
clarifies and expands her position on the relation between moral 
philosophy and religion. 

Coignet’s voluminous writings on the history of morals and culture 
trace the independent morality from the origins of humanity to the 
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institutions and social practices of the nineteenth century. Primary 
sources are used, whenever possible, to give a solid historical founda¬ 
tion to these works, beginning with Coignet’s articles, published in 
1875, on the British women’s suffrage movement and the history of 
jurisprudence, and continuing in her book-length historical studies of 
the sixteenth-century figures, Francis I and Francis of Scepeau, 
published in 1885 and 1886. Her research on the French institutional 
reforms of 1512-1559 appeared in 1890, and her studies of the 
Fourierist, Victor Considerant, and of Catherine de Medici and 
Frangois de Guise, were published in 1895. Coignet’s analysis of the 
evolution of French Protestantism in the nineteenth century was 
published in 1908. Writes Clarisse Coignet in the opening lines of La 
Morale independante dans son principe et dans son objet , 

Perhaps no philosophical question in the nineteenth century has 
given rise to more animated controversy than that of the independ¬ 
ent morality; none has had a more popular interest, or has seemed 
to some more fruitful and to others more threatening, 1 

La Morale independante had existed in France since the end of the 
eighteenth century, primarily as a political movement. One of its 
leading exponents was Jules Favre, husband of the moral philosopher 
and progressive educator, Julie Velten Favre. 2 In the early 1860’s, La 
Morale independante was transformed into a dynamic social 
movement by a diverse group of individuals who sought a conception 
of morality that would correspond to the political ideals of the French 
Republic and who set out to discover that morality by clarifying the 
domain and goals of practical reason. 

The platform of La Morale independante , which was first presented 
to the public by the Saint-Simonian, M. Massol, declared: 

The independent morality is a law in conformity with reason, which 
dictates to us, with an absolute authority, our rights and our duties, 
and which is drawn from the freedom that endows man with a 
unique dignity. 3 

The independent morality was, above all else, autonomous. The 
platform recognized the absolute right of science in the physical 
domain, but not in human life. Although the movement was not 
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against religious belief, it argued that religion could not guide humans 
in their individual actions and social organization. The autonomy of 
the new morality, grounded neither in science nor in religion, was 
constituted by the irreducible and exclusively human fact: freedom. 

The first issue of the new weekly paper, La Morale independante , 
edited by C. Coignet, appeared August 6, 1865, and continued with 
great success until 1870, when the members of the movement were 
dispersed by the oncoming war. 4 Public interest in the independent 
morality elicited a flurry of new journals and newspapers that debated 
the proper relation between morality, science, and religion, and which 
included Le Courrier du dimanche y Revue des deux mondes, Les 
Debats, Le Temps, Le Siecle, La Liberte , and UAvenir national . 5 At 
the Cathedral of Notre-Dame, Pere Hyacinthe delivered a series of 
public lectures critical of the independent morality. 6 A lively cor¬ 
respondence arose between Clarisse Coignet, who often wrote as C. 
Coignet, and Frederic Morin, Taine, Sainte-Beuve, and Theodule 
Ribot. The correspondents seem to have assumed that C. Coignet was 
a man, for their letters, dated 1867 to 1870, open with, “Monsieur 
Coignet,” a confusion that Theodule Ribot later rectified in his review, 
1875, of Clarisse Coignet’s early writings. 7 


n. METAETHICS AND MORAL PHILOSOPHY 
1. The New Science of Morality 

Clarisse Coignet’s major philosophical work, La Morale independante 
dans son principe et son objet , 1869, claims to establish a science of 
morality that is to become “the true philosophy.” 8 Moral science, 
Coignet argues, is independent in its origin and sovereign in human 
life. The goal of moral science is not to destroy, but to construct, 
through the equality of rights and the reciprocity of obligations, a new 
individual and a new society. 9 

The science of morality offers a solution, Coignet suggests, to the 
crisis of her time. The French Revolution, she maintains, had not 
completely overturned the feudal society which, founded on transcen¬ 
dence and constituting a series of abuses and privileges based on 
theological principles that subordinated human authority to divine 
authority, led morality into a state of subjugation. When the new 
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society of the revolution proclaimed the rule of man and the end of the 
institutions of the old world, it was, therefore, unable to establish its 
victory. Amid the confusion of principles and anarchy of facts that had 
arisen during this transitional period, Coignet observes, it had become 
much easier for humanity to pass from one intellectual tyranny to 
another than to withdraw from all the claims of the past in order to 
posit anew the problem of its destiny. 10 To change this situation, she 
proposes to take the revolutionary proclamation of the rights of man to 
its origin and to give those rights a new foundation, elevating human 
right over divine right in a more radical manner than any theory ever 
had done. 

The methods of metaphysics are rejected by the “critical method” 
of the independent morality. 11 Criticism, the method of doubt and 
inquiry, seeks to destroy everything in order to review everything. 
Unlike metaphysics, the critical method immediately places universals 
in question. It distinguishes between the thinking subject and the 
object thought, between a point of view on things and the things 
themselves. Two domains are thereby recognized: the subjective and 
the objective, the abstract and the concrete. 

The independence of all branches of human knowledge is a direct 
consequence of the critical method. Because criticism recognizes 
plurality, it can grant a role and domain for each science. Like 
Aristotle, the founder of the critical method, 12 the modem practitioner 
of the critical method can recognize the independence of the natural 
sciences, moral science, metaphysics, and religion. These sciences are 
not isolated, but their relationship must be determined anew by 
observation. 

2. Freedom, a Fact of Human Nature 

The independent morality is founded in the freedom of the individual, 
writes Coignet. 13 Freedom, as understood by metaphysics and by the 
natural sciences, exceeds the individual and is imposed either by a 
speculative order that is conceived a priori by reason or by a physical 
order that is to be recognized in the laws of nature. Freedom, in either 
instance, is not a primitive fact, but is derivative. It represents not an 
active faculty but a passive means. Such conceptions of freedom 
refuse morality an autonomous domain. Freedom is thereby reduced to 
conformity to a general order, of which morality is but a part. 
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Coignet’s own position claims, in marked contrast, that morality is 
an autonomous science and that morality, like every science, must 
depart from a fact. The point of departure for moral science is 
freedom: a primitive fact of human nature that is perceived directly by 
man’s conscience. 14 Freedom is a primitive fact, that is, an origin or 
principle. It is irreducible and, at the same time, the generator of a 
series. The beginning of freedom escapes us, like the beginnings of all 
the sciences. Yet, because freedom is an active cause that contains its 
end in itself, it is worthy of the highest respect. 

Moral freedom constitutes in itself the human order, independently 
of metaphysics and the natural sciences. The law of freedom that gives 
each individual the source of sovereignty and right is found in each 
person’s conscience. From this Coignet deduces the code of virtue by 
which we should govern ourselves and the world. Freedom is not 
derived from a principle that transcends the individual, but is brought 
forth as a human accomplishment and is inseparable from the human 
milieu in which it is produced. 

3. Man, the Creator of Morality 

The independent morality makes of man the end and true creator of 
morality. The foundation of morality, Coignet asserts, lies in man, and 
in man alone. 15 When the critical method has reduced all theories to a 
blank slate, and when, as if in a great shipwreck, everything has 
disappeared in its falsehood, man, nevertheless, remains standing. 16 

Counter to the dominant theories of natural science and 
metaphysics, Coignet argues, man is not a passage on the way to 
something higher - he is a zenith, an end in himself. With man there 
begins a series of new phenomena which, rather than developing 
beyond him and into “higher” species, stop with man, opening before 
him an unlimited field to be perfected by his work. 17 

The description that Coignet gives of man’s creation of the moral 
order is noteworthy. The moral man is free, Coignet states, because 
even while locked in the system of forces and laws that constitute 
nature, he sees a goal that nature does not give him. Man posits this 
goal and brings it into existence. Man, the cause, end, and agent of his 
own goals, laboriously draws a plan from himself and fulfills it by his 
own efforts. He thereby initiates a new order, the order of the in¬ 
dividual, freedom, and responsibility. Amid a string of dependent 
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conditions he erects a new system of relations, a string of free 
causes. 18 The moral world, inseparable from the elements that 
preceded it, emerges in its independence and develops according to 
the principle of freedom. 

4. Duty , a Law of Conscience 

Whenever morality is derived from a source outside man, Coignet 
observes, rights and responsibilities disappear and duty alone remains. 
She asks the metaphysician, who would ground morality in a code of 
commandments imposed by an authority higher than man, “If we do 
not have the credit for our good actions, why do we have the complete 
responsibility for our misdeeds?” 19 A moral act is every act whose 
merit, or lack of merit, can be imputed to the individual who does it. 
We are not responsible for the purely passive and instinctual part of 
ourselves, for the nature and energy of our passions or the capacity of 
our rational faculties, all of which are outside the moral domain. We 
are responsible, however, for our willful activity. 

The natural instincts and the faculty of intelligence are neither 
moral nor immoral in themselves; they become moral by the interven¬ 
tion of conscience. When man reaches into his conscience he ex¬ 
periences in himself duty, rights, and responsibility. 

Coignet appeals to a state of nature, an uneducated tribal chief and 
his wife, to demonstrate the discovery in the conscience of the law of 
duty and the transformation of the instincts that accompanies that 
act. 20 The husband beats the wife. She regards him with reproach and 
he stops. At this point, Coignet writes, “The moral conscience has 
awakened the sentiment, still obscure, of law and duty, which opens 
before him new perspectives.” 21 The woman, too, has been awakened 
to a new existence, the right of humanity. “An entire revolution, of 
which she is not aware, has taken place in her,” 22 Coignet states. Now 
the woman has become something other than an instrument in the 
hands of a master. She possesses in her conscience a sanctuary, 
inaccessible to force, in which her outraged dignity takes refuge. 
Despite the desire for reconciliation, the husband repeats his action. 
The woman looks at him as though she feared him no longer. The man 
wavers between instinct and moral obligation, but he recognizes in 
himself, at last, the law of duty. With joy and respect, the husband and 
wife are reconciled. 
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HI. POLITICAL AND SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY 

1. The State , an Extension of Individual Morality 

The antithesis between freedom and authority in the political sphere is 
resolved, according to Coignet’s independent morality, by taking 
away from the state its traditional prestige as an entity with distinct 
and superior rights. Whereas metaphysical and naturalist theories 
condemn the individual’s freedom, Coignet claims that the independ¬ 
ent morality, by recognizing the individual and reducing the state to a 
neutral entity, guarantees that freedom. 23 The unity of moral law does 
not preclude that each act has a double consequence: an individual 
morality and a collective morality, the latter being a social force which 
is but a new form of the individual morality. 24 The state is, thus, 
merely an extension of the individual life, the guarantor of the 
freedom that is expressed by its citizens. From the state are deduced 
the family and collective justice. 

Justice, like all the elements of the independent morality, is at¬ 
tached neither to a first principle nor to a creator. The foundation of 
justice is in man. Law, duty, and ideal justice constitute the dignity of 
the human person and the equality of all persons, for they are identical 
in each individual. Justice, individual and collective, is the goal of 
freedom, a goal that comes from the principle of freedom and that is 
elevated to an ideal when it is perfected by reason. 25 

2. The Social Contract 

Coignet takes issue with Rousseau’s claim, “Man is bom free, and 
everywhere he is in chains.” Reversing Rousseau’s formula, she says, 
“Man is bom in chains, he must make himself free.” 26 From the 
moment of his appearance on the earth, man is subjected to a double 
slavery: an external slavery to the force of nature and the world, and 
an inner slavery to the instincts and his own passions. Freedom, the 
faculty characteristic of humanity, founds in the natural order an 
essentially different series of plans and goals. It opposes justice to 
force and gives to man a law of duty that is unknown in nature. 
Humanity is thereby awakened from its initial sleep and, from that 
time on, moral liberty develops by man’s own efforts. 

The philosophy of morality in history that Coignet sets forth shows 
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that moral science, the subjective science that determines human 
destiny, develops by the juxtaposition of truths. Natural science 
contributes to the realization of moral science, but progresses by 
revolution, for it establishes new theory on the ruins of ancient 
theory. 27 The study of law that Coignet undertakes in her review of M. 
Sumner Maine’s UAncient doit argues that “primitive humanity,” 
governed by pure instinct, arrived at the current state of jurisprudence 
and social legislation solely as the result of man’s efforts over time. 28 

The highest level of moral development, Coignet states, is achieved 
after a long work of civilization. At that point, moral freedom ripens 
in the conscience and reason disengages it theoretically and posits it as 
a science. 29 The society that follows from this morality will be a real 
contract: the contract of wills, reflective and conscious of themselves, 
bringing about justice by means of freedom. 

3. The Separation of Religion and Morality 

The initial promise made by La Morale independante dans son 
principe et dans son objet , to elevate human right above divine right in 
a more radical manner than any theory ever had done, is carried out by 
its complete separation of religion and morality. To the law of God, 
the French Revolution of 1789 opposed the rule of man, which, 
Coignet states, is the most radical thesis that could be proclaimed. 30 
The revolution was mistaken, however, in one of its most important 
points: the relation between religion and morality. By founding human 
rights not on the separation of civil law and religious institutions, but 
on the transformation of religion into the cult of the state as the 
Supreme Being, and the cult of Reason, the revolutionaries instituted 
another form of despotism. 31 The true solution to the revolutionary 
thesis, Coignet maintains, is neither the creation of a new religion nor 
an accommodation of the religion of the past, but a radical separation: 
the separation of metaphysics and life, religion and morality, church 
and state. Such a separation is fruitful and possible only if there is a 
human morality that is truly independent. 

The solution proposed by the independent morality is anti-clerical, 
but not anti-religious. It excludes religion from society, as an element 
of public power, but it does not exclude religion from the human soul. 
The independent morality attacks the metaphysical and social charac¬ 
ter of religion, but not its psychological foundation. Religion, thus 
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limited, is no longer opposed to morality. 32 Religion recognizes the 
source of the independent morality, which links all people indepen¬ 
dently of all religions, and solely on the basis of conscience. 

The independent morality does not prevent man from keeping hope 
and from building, even on that fragile foundation, an individual 
invisible world. Coignet notes that religion corresponds to a deep 
feeling in us, the desire to live forever. But man should not be mis¬ 
taken about the entirely individual nature of his belief. 33 For the pious 
soul, the consciousness brought forth by inner revelation may be 
elevated from morality to religion. 

De Kant a Bergson; reconciliation de la religion et de la science 
dans un spiritualisme nouveau offers a significant addition to Coig¬ 
net’s analysis of religion. In an extensive study of Bergson’s work, 
Coignet argues that his philosophy offers a new spiritualism that goes 
beyond previous religious theory. 34 The weakness of earlier 
spiritualism was that it turned aside from science; the weakness of 
previous science was that it turned aside from the invisible world of 
the spirit. Bergson, in contrast, realized that science could not be 
avoided, and he recognized, as well, the intuitive faculty of divination. 
Bergson showed that science, religion, and morality each have a 
distinct form and he foresaw how the inner life, the moral life, can be 
a step on the path of religious inspiration. 

4. Women's Suffrage and Women's Destiny 

The British women’s suffrage movement was of particular interest to 
Clarisse Coignet and of direct relevance to her goal of a new world 
founded on human rights, liberty, and the quality of individuals. 35 The 
independent morality sought a renewal of women’s dignity. “Nothing 
is destroyed, but everything is renewed. The mother will remain the 
mother, the husband will remain the husband, and the wife will remain 
the wife,” writes Coignet. 36 The concept of an independent morality 
was to transform women’s role, so that women would no longer be 
sold or put to death at the arbitrary decision of their husbands. 37 
Women were no longer to be glorified as useful instruments, but were 
to be considered sovereign ends in themselves. Equality with dignity, 
and without destroying the family, was envisaged by Coignet as the 
cornerstone of the democratic nation. 38 

Coignet takes issue with “the false poetry that makes of man and 
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woman two beings so different they cannot understand each other.” 39 
There are moral differences between the sexes, she argues, but these 
are differences of degree which leave intact a common base. Educa¬ 
tion, instead of separating men and women by exaggerating the 
differences, should bring men and women together by improving their 
“weak points: fortifying woman’s reason and improving her ideas, and 
developing man’s heart and delicacy of feeling.” 40 

The suffrage meetings in England and the work of John Stuart Mill 
were the subjects of several reports that Coignet made to readers of La 
Revue politique et litteraire 41 Coignet herself attended some of the 
meetings, of which she writes, “I was struck by the respect and 
courtesy that is shown to the women orators, and also by the favor 
with which the public greets them.” 42 The British women’s situation is 
attributed by Coignet to the superiority of Protestant education over 
Catholic education in the development of character. The Protestant 
practice of reading and analyzing the Bible and of drawing from that 
either a personal faith or a well-justified doubt, instead of merely 
following the opinions of others, was thought by Coignet to instill 
habits of reflection and independence at an early age. There is no 
better culture than this return to self, writes Coignet, this intimate 
questioning that places the conscience constantly in action: “Women 
brought up in such a regime, marrying late or not at all, will acquire 
exceptional qualities: practical knowledge, the use of observation and 
reasoning, a firm will that is followed, independence... .” 43 Coignet 
predicts the eventual success of the suffrage movement because the 
women of England understood that “all rights imply a duty, all power 
implies an obligation, and political freedom is the heaviest of respon¬ 
sibilities.” 44 

Women’s suffrage was considered by Coignet to be beneficial to 
the liberal party of England, but not to be preferable in a country such 
as France. The English suffragists, she writes, might not immediately 
support the liberal party, especially when the privileges of the church 
were threatened, but they would be favorable to most of that party’s 
philanthropic measures. Yet, Coignet declares, “If the rights of men 
are ever sufficiently secured in France, so that one can be occupied 
with the rights of women, we will think it preferable to begin in 
another manner.” 45 She proposes beginning with reforms in civil law, 
education, and greater equality in the conditions of marriage. Coignet 
does not offer a complete explanation for her objection to women’s 
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suffrage in France. She suggests that her mixed evaluation of women’s 
suffrage is due to the fact that in England the right to vote was limited 
to those who owned property, whereas in France there was already a 
“universal suffrage,” that is, the right of males to vote was not based 
on property ownership. 46 This rationale is ambiguous, however, for 
Coignet remarks, with regard to England, that the vote would improve 
the lives of women, rich and poor, who owned property, and she 
mentions in particular poor and working class British women who 
were single and the owners of property. 

No matter what form women’s future may take, Coignet argues, 
women’s nature will remain the same: “When one has suppressed all 
the exclusionary laws, obstacles, barriers... when one has granted 
woman all the freedoms, opened to her all careers, one still will not 
have changed her nature.” 47 Legislative reform will not change 
women’s “great function,” the reproduction of the species, which 
implies, in and of itself, “an entire network of indestructible things.” 48 
Because woman is “destined” to bring children into the world, her 
body will be weaker, her preferences less adventuresome, her will less 
strong, her heart more timid and delicate. 49 Work which has more 
social value, which has more power and influence, always will escape 
women. The new rule of freedom will demonstrate conclusively that 
woman can take her “true place in work” only by that task which is 
“first in dignity and value,” and which is given especially to her: 
motherhood. 50 

In the face of her own accomplishments, Clarisse Coignet expresses 
a wariness toward women that might be unexpected: 

Of course there will be exceptions. There will be women endowed 
with rare abilities and who aspire to escape communal life, others 
who will lack qualities of the heart and who will draw back before 
the task of motherhood, and others struck in their youth by an 
inconsolable sorrow. Why should they not be able to ask for work 
on their own, be it for glory and independence or for strength and 
forgetfulness? If they miscalculate their strength, if they are 
ridiculous or pretentious, they will suffer the consequences of their 
folly, they will suffer the disappointments. So be it: is not disap¬ 
pointment the great lesson of life, and virtue the fruit of 
freedom? 51 
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IV. CONCLUSIONS 

Saint-Simonian utopianism and Kantian rationalism led Clarisse 
Coignet to a new view of the nature of ethics as not merely distinct 
from, but independent of, religion. In her view, ethics was a product of 
human introspection, and freedom was a necessary condition of 
human existence. In her writings Coignet argues that the state is an 
extension of individual morality, functioning as a guarantor of the 
freedom that marks human moral maturity. Organized religion is 
antithetical to that freedom and therefore must be excluded as a 
political influence on the state. However, religion need not be ex¬ 
cluded from the human soul, where it functions as an aspect of the 
natural human desire for immortality. Coignet’s view that moral law is 
not only grounded in human reason but is of human origin forms the 
foundation for her social, political, and legal philosophy. The com¬ 
prehensive system which she describes warrants a closer examination 
and fuller analysis than can be offered here. 
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11. Antoinette Brown Blackwell 


JULffiN S. MURPHY* 


Antoinette Louisa Brown Blackwell (1825-1921) was an American 
philosopher of the late nineteenth century; she was also the first 
woman minister to be ordained in America and preach before the Civil 
War, a suffragist, poet, and novelist. Blackwell’s philosophy com¬ 
prises six books. The most extensive. The Philosophy of Individuality, 
presented an elaborate cosmology of mind and matter as dual aspects 
of Nature. Also of interest are her works The Physical Basis of 
Immortality, which parallels the indestructibility of selfhood with the 
indestructibility of matter, and The Sexes Throughout Nature, her 
critique of sexism in theories of evolution. In her philosophy. Black- 
well brought together strands of evolution with a natural philosophy 
shaped by Newtonian physics and inspired by the Christian faith. 
Besides being deeply engaged in writing philosophy, her life was also 
that of a preacher, a public speaker active in the suffrage, temperance, 
and abolition movements. Three moments frame Blackwell’s public 
life. First, her fight for ordination, which began in childhood, peaked 
at Oberlin, and achieved success in a small New York Con- 
gregationalist parish. Second, her fight, with others, for the right of 
public speaking for women, immortalized by Horace Greeley, who 
wrote in the New York Tribune describing her efforts at the World 
Temperance Convention: “First day - Crowding a woman off the 
platform; Second day - gagging her; Third day - Voting that she shall 
stay gagged.” 1 The third moment framed the end of her life, when, 
after years of involvement in the suffrage movement, and because of 
her long life, she was able to vote for president. In 1920, blind, ninety- 
five years old, and in poor health she cast her ballot, loudly declaring 
for all the polling place to hear, “I wish to vote the Republican ticket, 
all things considered, at the present time. It seems to me the wisest 
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plan.” 2 Her love of philosophy sustained her throughout her ministry 
and well into old age. She continued writing philosophy in her 
eighties, and preached her last sermon at ninety. 


I. BIOGRAPHY 

Antoinette Brown Blackwell was bom in 1825 in Henrietta, New 
York, the seventh of ten children of Joseph and Abby (Morse) Brown. 
Although sex-segregated education was popular, Antoinette received 
co-education at the district elementary school, finishing in 1838, and 
then studied at Monroe County Academy with her brother. In 1846, 
she was admitted to Oberlin College and studied the Literary Cur¬ 
riculum, which was especially designed for women and granted a 
diploma, not a degree. Nonetheless, her diploma essay of 1847, “Mind 
Adapted to Originality of Thought in Investigation,” already reflected 
her philosophical interests. Blackwell was deeply religious and even 
as a small child had been earnest about a vocation in ministry. Al¬ 
though women were not ordained, she was accepted into the Oberlin 
Theology Program and completed her studies in 1850. However, 
although Oberlin was quite liberal on abolition and other political 
issues, it remained conservative on public-speaking rights for women 
and awarding women ministerial licenses. Despite Blackwell’s 
outstanding academic performance (for instance, her essay “Exegesis 
of I Corinthians, IXV, 34, 335; and II Timothy 'll, 12” was published 
in the Oberlin Quarterly Review in 1849), Oberlin refused her a 
ministerial license strictly on the grounds of sex. Yet, Blackwell knew 
the fight for ordination would not be easy and persevered until she 
found an Orthodox Congregationalist Church in Southern Butler, New 
York, that would approve her ordination. In this parish, in 1852, she 
became the first woman to be ordained as a minister of a major 
religious denomination in America. 

Along with developing her interests in philosophy and her religious 
vocation at Oberlin, Blackwell was also politicized, in part, through 
her companionship with the suffragist Lucy Stone. Stone and Black- 
well were close friends with many political differences. Stone, for 
instance, had left the Congregationalist Church because of its opposi¬ 
tion to abolition and to public speaking for women. She was less than 
supportive of Blackwell’s interest in ordination, believing that 
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religious indoctrination might dampen Blackwell’s political positions 
and finding theology counterproductive to social change. On one 
occasion after leaving Oberlin, she wrote Antoinette: 

I wonder if you have any idea how dreadfully I felt about your 
studying that old musty theology, which already has its grave 
clothes on, and is about to be buried in so deep a grave that no 
resurrection trumpet can call it into being... . 3 

Both Stone and Blackwell supported the Married Women’s Property 
Act, abolition, and suffrage, yet Stone was more radical, a Garrison in 
the abolitionist movement, a major leader in the suffrage movement, 
an advocate of divorce for women, a bloomer wearer, and, when she 
married, requiring her husband to devote his life to suffrage and 
keeping her own name. Blackwell was not a Garrison, was not a major 
figure in the suffrage movement, opposed divorce and bloomers 
(admitting long dresses were unhygienic, but believing dress was not a 
significant political issue), and took her husband’s name upon mar¬ 
riage. The predominant political issue for Blackwell was the right for 
women to have paid work outside the home. She also was committed 
to reconciling feminism with Christianity by reinterpreting the Bible. 
She went so far as to propose that prayer be part of the National 
Women’s Rights Convention meetings, and sponsored a resolution 
declaring that the Bible did not mandate female oppression. Stone and 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton fought against a blending of religion and 
feminism, and Blackwell’s proposals were not adopted. 

The friendship between Stone and Blackwell, which may have 
grown thin following Antoinette’s religious quest in the early 1850’s, 
was strengthened for life when, in 1856, shortly after Stone married 
Henry Blackwell, founder of the Woman’s Journal, Antoinette 
married Henry’s brother, Samuel, also the brother of Elizabeth 
Blackwell, the first woman physician in America. Antoinette’s 
marriage to Samuel lasted forty-five years. Together they had seven 
children, two of whom died early in infancy, leaving five surviving 
daughters: Florence, Edith, Grace, Agnes, and Ethel. 

Antoinette’s philosophical interests began deepening in the 1850’s. 
Shortly after her ordination in 1852, she suffered a major crisis of 
faith, which she described as 
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... an ordeal not uncommon in modem days, in which the faith of 
one’s fathers is shaken to the foundations, and ... my health was 
seriously impaired. 4 

In fact, Blackwell’s parish practice brought into sharp conflict her own 
Calvinist beliefs with the orthodox beliefs of her congregation. In 
particular, she was regarded as scandalous for not believing in infant 
damnation and for preaching of a merciful rather than punishing God. 
Suffering a nervous breakdown, she quit the parish, left South Butler, 
and took up reading philosophy, with particular emphasis on 
metaphysics. 

Blackwell’s first book, Shadows of Our Social System (1856), was 
largely a collection of her newspaper essays written for the New York 
Tribune about her volunteer work in the slums and prisons of New 
York City following her religious crisis. After she married in 1856, 
she began writing philosophy because the raising of her children kept 
her confined to the home and made preaching difficult. Her first 
philosophical work. Studies in General Science (1875), presented the 
beginning of her broad metaphysical view that would explain mind 
and matter in a universe created by God. A year later, she published 
her argumentative treatise on immortality, The Physical Basis of 
Immortality . Her largest and most expansive philosophical work, The 
Philosophy of Individuality (1893), described the harmony between 
the particular and the absolute. Believing that women could be 
productive long into their nineties, Blackwell published late in her 
eighties two compilations of earlier essays, The Making of the 
Universe (1914) and The Social Side of Mind and Action (1915). Both 
continued refining the metaphysical vision found in her first work. 

Blackwell also continued her ministry, changing to the Unitarian 
Church, while publishing philosophical books. Her preaching at 
Antioch College inspired Olympia Brown to enter the ministry. She 
ordained two women ministers herself, Marian Murdock in 1885 and 
Florence Buck in 1893. As more women were ordained, Oberlin 
finally bestowed the degrees on Blackwell that she had earned years 
before. In 1878, Oberlin granted her an honorary A.M., and in 1908 an 
honorary D.D. The Unitarian Church freed her to develop philosophi¬ 
cally as well as theologically. She preached far into old age, with her 
last sermon in 1915 at the age of ninety, at All Souls’ Unitarian 
Church in New York City, which she helped to found in 1901 and 
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where she was pastor emeritus from 1908 until her death. After a long 
life of avid mental productivity, Blackwell died peacefully in her sleep 
in 1921 at the age of 97. 


n. PHILOSOPHY 

Blackwell constructed a metaphysical theory which allowed for mind 
and matter to be explained in terms of natural laws within a God- 
created universe. The breadth of her work is revealed through discus¬ 
sion of her views of metaphysics, truth, perception, time, God, 
immortality, the mind/body problem, and the nature of the sexes. 

1. Metaphysics 

Of all the branches of philosophy, it was metaphysics that interested 
Blackwell most. She remarked once about her love of metaphysics, “I 
am taking a fresh dip into metaphysics so that when I do get an hour to 
spare it is so fascinating to go up there into the clouds, that everything 
else is sent adrift.” 5 She held that metaphysics, with its emphasis on 
the nature of Being, ought to be the center of philosophizing. Yet, 
Blackwell believed that metaphysics was threatened by logic, which 
she had little use for and compared to a seamstress who “interferes 
arrogantly in the production of the raw material.” 6 Logic tears a 
philosophical system down, she believed: “logic patches and patches, 
until at last, some vital breach is made, and the system drops in 
pieces.” 7 The worst training for metaphysicians is logical philosophy, 
for it teaches only how to compare, reason, and draw inferences 
without directing one to true insight. “Nature’s facts are not strung 
like beads on a cable of logic, and liable to be disarranged or en¬ 
tangled.” 8 The method of philosophy ought to be one of intuition and 
observation, not logic. 

The purpose of metaphysics, for Blackwell, is to study nature, in 
particular the balance between processes in the universe. Metaphysics 
ought to provide a unified body of truths, a philosophy of existence 
that could account for all substances, properties, and change. Hence, 
philosophy ought to be a science that could develop to an all-com¬ 
prehensive unanimity, that would correspond with the truths of 
science. Current disagreements between philosophies are indicative of 
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the stage of philosophical development. Blackwell believed that one 
day it would be possible to have an internally consistent metaphysical 
system that would be beyond refutation, for since metaphysics ought 
to study nature, and since she held there was no disagreement in 
nature, a true philosophy will be unanimously acceptable. 

2. Truth 

Blackwell believed that truth was an inseparable property of things, 
either a quality of or applicable to substance. Truth is not abstract or 
complicated, but simple and self-evident. Truth is inherent in nature, 
and “the philosopher needs to be sharp-eyed and simple-tongued, that 
is all.” 9 With a method of direct observation, truth could be intuited in 
the nature of things. Nature’s truths are written on natural events, and 
can be read through careful perception. Bit by bit, humans could 
accumulate the truths of nature, until nature was wholly known. 

3. Perception 

The Kantian distinction between phenomena and noumena had been 
dissolved by Thomas Reid, according to Blackwell. Hence, the objects 
of perception were in fact the objects themselves, and appearances that 
were mistaken were not falsehoods but simple errors of observation in 
which the full relations of a thing were not fully comprehended. 
Through perception, one has “direct insight into the existing facts of 
nature - observation pure, simple, and immediate.” 10 The product of 
perception was philosophy, while philosophizing was the product of 
conception, and she insisted that there could only be one true 
philosophy, since perception was the fundamental tool for knowledge. 
Truth is not merely represented in perception, but is actually fully 
presented to the perceiving mind. The true philosophy would be held 
by scientists, metaphysicians, and theologians alike, for all three 
disciplines would be pursuing the same reality, Being. 

4. Time 


Blackwell also took issue with Kant on the nature of time. Time, for 
her, was not merely a subjective category of apperception, but rather a 
quality of substance. She believed that time was both in the mind and 
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in substance, a property of all Being, infinite and finite, that not only 
allowed for change but also ensured personal immortality. She 
believed that a view of time as purely subjective was inconsistent with 
a notion of Infinite Being and a concept of selfhood as indestructible. 

5. God 

Blackwell believed in God as a Rational Designer, Establisher of the 
universe, and often used the cosmological argument for God’s 
existence in her work, arguing essentially that we know God best 
through creation. Her deism viewed the universe as mechanized, a 
grand, intricately engineered mechanism in which all the forces and 
parts were compatible. Moreover, the mechanized universe was 
continually evolving, but evolution was not exactly as Darwin has 
suggested. Rather, the evolving universe continued to seek balance 
and harmony at each stage of development and was guided by Ab¬ 
solute Being, not merely blind adaptation of the most suitable 
qualities. All processes of change in nature reflected the unity and 
harmony indicative of an omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent 
God. Further, God had designed consciousness in nature at nearly 
every level. Blackwell believed that plants and animals in addition to 
humans were capable of consciousness. Plant-mind was wholly 
subjective consciousness, animal-mind could be both subjective and 
objective consciousness, and higher animals and humans were capable 
of volition and social behavior. Every change in the evolution of 
organic and inorganic substance was an advance in the development 
of the entity, and any change in one area of nature produced changes 
in the development of other areas. Hence, God designed a world that 
was engineered for progress, as evidenced by the social progress of 
telegraphs and railroads and the advances in science. In fact, the 
human being was continually advancing and through eugenics, 
humans could, in theory, eliminate every undesirable trait. Blackwell’s 
views on eugenics, which came at a point in history when it was 
commonly held that behavior could be transmitted from one genera¬ 
tion to the next through breeding, were uncritical of the oppressive 
potential of eugenic programs and even found eugenics, in its highest 
aspirations, compatible with her religious views. Even more than 
improvement of the human species was the possibility of immortality 
that was afforded by belief in God. 
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6. Immortality 

Blackwell’s interest in arguing for immortality was great enough to 
form a book-length study. The Physical Basis of Immortality. She 
believed that belief in immortality could be established on scientific 
grounds and not merely on religious faith alone, hence science, 
religion, and philosophy could be reconciled through careful study of 
nature. She claimed that the desire for immortality seemed wholly 
natural, in fact, because it is a yearning so deeply embedded in human 
consciousness and so widespread as to be part of the very constitution 
of the human mind. The scientific basis for immortality is found by 
arguments from analogy in the realm of physics. If, as Blackwell 
believed, psychical and physical reality were dual aspects of Being, 
and if the smallest unit of physical reality, the atom, could not be 
destroyed, then it was possible to assume that the smallest unit of 
psychical reality, selfhood, similarly could not perish. She argued that 
“if it is granted that neither substance nor force are ever annihilated, 
then the annihilation of a sentient existence would be the most utterly 
monstrous anomally which could occur in the universe!” 11 Hence, just 
as nature endured surface changes while its basic underlying structure, 
the atom, did not change, so human beings grow and develop while 
the self remains immortal. She claimed that consciousness was the 
sentient aspect of the atom, and hence must be indivisible and in¬ 
destructible, even if self-consciousness need not be a constant in life 
(i.e. lapses of consciousness in dreams or by amnesia). “Matter and 
mind when unharnessed by death, ...can be again separated and the 
conscious soul may retain its personality; the matter and the mind 
going apart may both continue in being forever.” 12 

7. Mind!Body Problem 

Disagreeing with Descartes, who held that mind and body were two 
different substances, Blackwell believed mind and body were distinct 
aspects of the same reality. Mind and matter did not have completely 
opposing qualities, for though the mind works intensively while the 
body works extensively, both undergo change and are eternal. “Mind 
and body are closely associated,” she claimed, “in a sense are literally 
one organism, one more or less temporary unit - nevertheless the 
Psychic and its ‘common carrier’, its docile servitor, belong to 
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distinctly differentiated depths of Nature.” 13 Nature is double-sided, 
which accounts for mind and body. Similarly, its dual nature has dual 
forces: the feelings of the mind and the motions of the body. Rarely do 
mind and matter cooperate without an intermediary. One such rare 
instance is thought and brain, which are relational and require judg¬ 
ments about perceptions. The cooperation between mind and matter is 
evidenced by the physical changes in the brain that result when the 
mind changes its moods. Mind is as much a part of nature as is matter. 
Both too are individual. Mind is not related to the body, like Des¬ 
cartes’ metaphor of a captain to a ship, but more like a tenant to her 
home. Human life is the result of the cooperative action of the body, 
which is a key expression of the cooperation in the universe as a 
whole. The mind moves the body in action, and the two compose a 
mind-matter individual or a motion-feeling unity. Blackwell described 
the form of the mind as the soma, and saw the activities of the mind as 
a “stream of consciousness” long before William James and the 
phenomenologists coined the phrase. She wrote that personal mind is 
“the stream of consciousness produced by cooperations of the body... 
every endless stream of modes - of merely formal changes, material 
and mental is structurally, constitutionally a stream of atomic 
changes.” 14 Hence, mind and matter work together in harmony 
through consistent principles of force and interaction that regulate all 
of nature. 

8. Nature of the Sexes 

Blackwell’s sharpest criticisms of Darwinian evolution concern the 
nature of the sexes. As a feminist, Blackwell believed that the sexes 
are equal but distinct, with the differences found in comparable traits 
for males and females. She supported the work of John Stuart Mill on 
the woman question and was highly critical of Darwin and Spencer, 
who, she believed, used the new scientific reasoning to argue for a 
reactionary hypothesis, namely, that males are mentally and physically 
superior to females. “Science has no right to announce as physiologi¬ 
cal truth,” she wrote, “that because women exhale smaller quantities 
of carbonic acid relative to their weights than men do, therefore the 
evolution of energy is relatively less as well as absolutely less... .” 15 
Instead, she drew up a table of qualities that showed for every 
“advance” in a male trait, there was an equal advance in a female trait. 
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This approach was meant to counter Darwin’s assumption that men 
were superior by his omission of female traits, as well as Spencer’s 
assumption of female inferiority by his argument that women were 
physically and mentally arrested in development in order to serve the 
needs of reproduction. She cited that women excel in endurance while 
men excel in size and strength; that women excel in direct nurturance 
while men excel in indirect nurturance, that women excel in making 
biological products while men excel in sexual love, and that both 
sexes are identical in parental love, feeling, and thought, though 
women excel in intuition while males proceed by reasoning. 

Blackwell found the thesis that women are inferior to men to be 
inconsistent with the harmony of natural processes elsewhere, and she 
claimed that given the assumption of male superiority there was no 
reason to assume that the gap beween men and women would do 
nothing but widen, leading to a time in the future when reproduction 
would not be possible, and the species would become extinct - a 
highly implausible conclusion. Hence, despite the current bias of 
science and evolutionists, she argued for the equality of the sexes. To 
prove that women might be equal to men, Blackwell challenged her 
contemporaries to no longer waste women’s intelligence, but to allow 
for the full education and participation of women in social life. 
Women should be educated along with men, in fact, girls would learn 
faster than boys in the early stages. A life of mental work would in 
fact not be harmful to women, contrary to the views of her opponents. 
For instance, she cited the health of older productive women of her 
time, such as Mrs. Somerville, who wrote science and philosophy in 
her nineties, Catharine Beecher, and Drs. Elizabeth and Emily 
Blackwell, all of whom continued productive mental work late in life. 
Further, she claimed that she herself was educated alongside boys and 
was not inferior in the rate of learning or in specific learning skills 
such as recitation. 

In fact, she claimed to average three hours of mental work in 
addition to newspapers and light reading per day, and expected her 
mental activities to last far into old age without impinging on her 
health. Yet, at the same time as Blackwell argued for women to 
assume equal status in education and in social life, she granted part of 
Spencer’s thesis, claiming that women’s energies were somewhat 
arrested during child-bearing years: “In woman, maximum mental 
power should be reached at a considerably later period than in man, 
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because the greater cost of reproduction though related chiefly to the 
physical economy, is indirectly psychical; tending to diminish intellec¬ 
tual action also, and to retard its evolution.” 16 Yet, once the child¬ 
bearing years were completed, women’s reserve force will enable 
them to function long into old age. Blackwell believed that women 
had a duty to serve reproductive and domestic interests, but that 
justice demanded that men also be responsible providers, and that 
monogamy was dictated by the laws of nature and was a sign of 
human advancement. 


HI. CONCLUSIONS 

The metaphysics of Antoinette Blackwell, like her feminism, favored 
a view of the universe in which harmony, balance, and cooperation 
prevailed over competition, strife, and aggression. The purpose of the 
individual, for Blackwell, was to become nobler, to find better ways of 
co-working for the good of all, so that humanity could evolve past the 
need for injustices, oppression would disappear and all life would be 
glorified. 
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12. Julie Velten Favre 


JEFFNER ALLEN 


Julie Velten Favre, who sometimes wrote under the name Mme. Jules 
Favre (1834-1896), was a progressive educator and moral 
philosopher. Contrary to the prevailing sentiment of her time, which 
considered punishment and external constraint necessary elements of 
education, Julie Velten Favre encouraged freedom of the mind and 
cultivation of the individual conscience. Her moral philosophy 
emphasizes the practice of the virtuous life and affirms as its guiding 
motif the unity of all moral theory and the connectedness of all people. 


I. BIOGRAPHY 

Bom in Wissembourg, France, November 5, 1834, Julie Velten’s 
father was a pastor and an official in the Lutheran church, and her 
mother had primary care of Julie, her three sisters, and two brothers. 
At an early age she revolted strongly against the external imposition of 
religious practices. She completed her studies and received her 
teacher’s degree in Wissembourg. 1 During the uprising of 1848 and 
the establishment of the Second Republic, her belief in freedom and 
self-determination led her to become a Republican. Soon thereafter, 
Julie Velten went to Paris as head assistant of the boarding school for 
young women that was founded and directed by Mme. Frere-jean, an 
intelligent and generous woman with far-reaching liberal ideas. Julie 
Velten maintained a close friendship with Mme. Frere-jean, who was 
thirty-eight years her senior, until Mme. Frere-jean’s death in 1860. 

The character of the Protestant institution influenced significantly 
Julie Velten’s ideas of education. The institution’s approach to 
education was a forerunner of the liberal ideals that were to appear in 
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the public secondary schools in the 1890’s, and went even further. 
There was no regimentation of the students and no strict surveillance. 
The will, personal effort, and good habits of the mind were em¬ 
phasized, instead, as vital to a strong moral education. A similar 
openness was shown in the studies, which centered around the reading 
and discussion of well-known texts. In contrast to traditional methods, 
which began with rules, this view started with examples and from the 
example it made the rule appear by direct personal observation. 

Julie Velten took over the position of director of the school at Mme. 
Frere-jean’s death. 2 She was well liked by the students and known 
never to punish them. She concerned herself with the students’ health, 
as well as their minds and morals, and every day she had them take a 
two-hour walk in the park at Versailles where, while walking, the 
students reviewed their lessons. 

During the war and occupation of 1870, Julie Velten stayed at the 
school and took care of those students who could not leave. In 1871 
she married Jules Favre, who was active in the Republican cause and 
who later became a public official. Throughout their frequent travels, 
she translated German and Swiss books into French, including 
Daendliker’s Introduction a Vhistoire du peuple Suisse . 3 At the death 
of her husband in 1880, Julie Velten Favre went into a period of 
solitude and mourning in which she compiled the Discours parlemen- 
taires de Jules Favre , a four-volume series, his Plaidoyers et discours 
du Batonnat , a two-volume work, and La Verite sur les desastres de 
VArmee de VEstA Julie Velten Favre’s completion of these works 
reflects not only her close collaboration with her husband, a fact 
which he himself had recognized from the first and for which he had 
wanted to make her a joint author, but also her strong belief in the 
growth of democracy. 

The directorship of the new Ecole Normale Superieure de Sevres 
was offered to Julie Velten Favre in 1881. 5 The French government’s 
new organization of the education of young women made it possible, 
from that time on, for French women to receive a broad secondary 
education. In addition, whereas in Switzerland and other European 
countries men taught the advanced classes in the all female secondary 
schools, in France it was mandated that women, especially, were to 
teach those courses. 

The opening of the school met with great enthusiasm by the 
students, who came from every region of France, but with con- 
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siderable ill will and prejudice by the community in which the school 
was located. As the director, Julie Velten Favre had notable success in 
the difficult job of increasing the freedom of the students while, at the 
same time, combating community and administrative misunderstand¬ 
ing and resentment. Among her many innovations was a proposal for a 
retirement home for students who might find themselves isolated in 
their old age or whose health might necessitate rest. 6 She continued to 
teach and write until her death in January 1896. The life-long 
friendships between the students and Julie Velten Favre have left a 
legacy of correspondence in which the secret of her influence is 
attributed to the perfect accord between her convictions and her life. 


n. WORKS 

Julie Velten’s writings on moral philosophy, all but one of which were 
compiled by her in their final form between April 1887 and June 1891, 
offer a series of reflections which take as their point of departure 
classical texts in ethics. Her books, listed according to the date of their 
completion, are La Morale des Stoiciens (April 1887), La Morale de 
Socrate (August 24, 1887), Montaigne moraliste et pedagogue (no 
later than 1887), La Morale d’Aristotle (September 1888), and La 
Morale de Ciceron (June 23, 1889). La Morale de Plutarque 
(Preceptes et exemples), accompanied by the comments delivered at 
Julie Velten Favre’s funeral by MM. Chantavoine, Lemonnier, and 
Joseph Fabre, and a “Notice sur Mme. Jules Favre” by Mademoiselle 
L. Belugou, the new director of the school, was edited posthumously 
by Mademoiselle L. Belugou. 

The manner in which Julie Velten Favre’s books on moral 
philosophy were composed illustrates both how she anticipated they 
might later be read and the moral philosophy they set forth. On 
Wednesdays after dinner there was the custom, special to the school, 
according to which students gathered in Julie Velten Favre’s dining 
room while she read to them books from philosophy, literature, and 
moral conduct, from Emerson and the Stoics, and sometimes from 
Moliere or Corneille, stopping at striking passages to ask the students 
what they thought. From these philosophical and literary discussions 
there arose the idea of her books. She decided to collect for the 
students her reflections and experiences concerning the great task of 
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life upon which they were soon to embark. Beginning in 1886, each 
student received at graduation a book, the first of which was a French 
translation, by Julie Velten Favre, of the writings on education by the 
German author J.P. Richter. 

Julie Velten Favre’s books on moral philosophy consist of her own 
reflections on the moral life, discussion of other moral philosophers 
from her own perspective, and an extensive collection of excerpts 
from the writings of the philosophers under consideration. La Morale 
de Ciceron and La Morale de Plutarque are composed primarily of 
passages from the works of those philosophers. Each book begins with 
the topic of God and proceeds to study the soul and moral culture. La 
Morale de Socrate , for instance, commences with reflections on 
Socratic piety and duties to God and then comments on duties to the 
soul, which include strengthening the will, love, justice, and educa¬ 
tion. La Morale des Stoiciens starts with an account of the relation of 
the soul to God, continues with a discussion of moral culture and the 
means for its realization through knowledge, meditation, philosophy, 
the good use of time, mastery of the passions, etc., and concludes with 
duties to one’s fellow men and comments on women, education, and 
punishment. 


El. PHILOSOPHY 

1. The Unity of Moral Law 

The moral philosophy set forth by Julie Velten Favre has as its central 
theme the unity of moral law. 7 She writes in La Morale d’Aristotle, 
with reference to Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, “the identical conclu¬ 
sions at which these very different minds arrived, even by different 
paths, demonstrates with evidence the unity of moral law.” Because 
all moral law is, Julie Velten Favre claims, an expression of divine 
truth, it is possible to exercise freedom of thought in the study of non- 
Christian moral teachings. 8 She justifies her love of Stoic moral 
philosophy on the grounds that there is always an intimate relation 
between divine law and human law, for in all historical epochs God 
has made some revelation of moral truth. 9 Each text is separated from 
the academic disputes of the time in order that the basic ideas and the 
exemplary life of each philosopher can be the principal object of 
reflection. 
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Socrates, thus, is considered a precursor of Christ, 10 for his moral 
philosophy is thought by Favre to lead to the same principle that 
informs Christian doctrine: the awareness of moral decay and the 
necessity of perfecting the divine nature of the soul, in which life and 
happiness are attainable only by resemblance to God. Favre finds 
Aristotle’s moral philosophy “deprived of a marvelous force” 11 
because it does not affirm the Platonic belief in the immortality of the 
soul, but she claims that this lack is overcome by the feeling Aris¬ 
totle’s ethics gives of a bond between the visible world and the 
invisible world, between the present life and the life to come. The 
more personal nature of Socrates’ God, which reveals itself to the 
individual conscience and speaks unceasingly to the human soul, is 
rendered inaccessible by Aristotle’s god of pure thought. Never¬ 
theless, Favre argues, reason leads Aristotle to the same goal as 
Socrates. 12 Aristotle, more human and practical than Plato, better 
understands man in his complexity. Although Aristotle may have 
insisted too much on a utilitarian point of view, Favre remarks, he 
seems always to have concluded by affirming higher principles. 

The Stoics receive special consideration by Favre, who finds in 
their pedagogical ideal an initiation to moral autonomy. 13 She protests 
that the Bible can lose none of its authority by the parallels she has 
drawn between Stoic and Christian moral teachings. In La Morale des 
Stoiciens she asks, “Because these faithful servants of God are in 
neither the Ancient or the New Testament, must one doubt that they 
have spoken and acted by divine inspiration? Was not the law of God 
written on their conscience and in their hearts?” 14 The answer Favre 
gives to these questions is compelling: 


We would prefer a hundred times over to be excluded from the 
community of the faithful, along with these Christians of the heart, 
than to be admitted there with the narrow-minded people that set 
them aside... If we had to choose between the confidence, be it 
exaggerated, in the will and the inertia of a timid soul that awaits an 
action of grace (even to have the strength to wish for that), we 
would not hesitate for an instant to place ourselves on the side of 
the Stoics. 15 


Favre bases her response upon her observation that the moral ideal of 
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the Stoics does not differ perceptibly from that of the Christian: to free 
the soul from all desires of a lower nature and to transform the soul 
into the likeness of God. Although Favre writes that only the “true 
Christian is superior to the Stoic,” she concludes by asserting, “May a 
spiritual, charitable religion and a liberal education respectful of 
human dignity increase the number of true Stoics and of true Chris¬ 
tians.” 16 

The wholeness of each philosopher’s teachings, the degree to which 
they approximate the full unity of moral law, is the criterion for 
Favre’s evaluation of each philosopher’s work. Cicero, for instance, is 
thought by Favre to neglect the inner moral life, to give a view of what 
humanity should be in the public domain rather than “the complete 
idea of perfection in itself.” 17 Aristotle, in contrast, is cited by Favre 
for “the universality of his soul, open to all things and to everyone,” 18 
an accomplishment that she attributes to his ideal of moderation. 
Aristotle’s discussion of ethical principles and his wisdom in applying 
them to particular cases of conduct, make him, Favre states, “one of 
the most prodigious and most complete of geniuses.” 19 

2. Woman's Moral Vocation 

Women’s vocation, Favre maintains, is the inculcation of moral virtue 
by precept and by example. She writes in La Morale de Socrate , 
“Woman’s great vocation is to inspire the love of the good.” 20 
Women’s role as the teachers of morality is thought by Favre to 
enhance women’s lives and the society in which they live: “More than 
ever, in our democratic society in which our customs give to woman 
so much influence, woman needs to find her restraint within herself, to 
submit herself voluntarily to duty, to become respectable by her own 
respect of herself, and to inspire the love of the good by her simple 
and amiable virtue.” 21 Favre describes women, not as the source of 
moral wisdom, but as the prompters who can encourage the soul in its 
quest to place itself in direct communication with “the great geniuses 
who are the glory of humanity.” 22 By showing the side of moral 
philosophy that is accessible to everyone, by detaching what seems 
most fitting, women can instruct and raise in virtue even the youngest 
and most simple souls. 

Woman is a topic of extensive study in each of Julie Velten Favre’s 
books. Favre upholds the universality of virtue and the moral life. She 
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affirms the capacity of women to attain the good, especially when 
aided by education. Favre also maintains, perhaps somewhat inconsis¬ 
tently, that woman is the complement of man, occupying a separate 
moral sphere and exercising different innate capacities. 23 

Socrates, in Favre’s interpretation, viewed women as the equals of 
men in the home and in the state. Favre admits that Socrates often 
refers to women as inferior to men and that he attributes that in¬ 
feriority to women’s physical nature and intelligence. Yet, she 
explains, Socrates believed that women’s weakness reflected the 
intentions of a divinity that had destined women, above all, to an inner 
life. 24 Women’s “timidity,” thus, was to make them better fulfill the 
function of guardian of the home and the family. Anxious and easily 
fearful, women could foresee danger, by dreaming of mishaps women 
could be watchful, economic and foreseeing, women could prepare for 
the future, vigilant and tender, women could keep evil at a distance. 
Favre asks, in La Morale de Socrate, “Who would dream of complain¬ 
ing of a weakness from which it is possible to draw so many advan¬ 
tages?” 25 

Socrates shows, moreover, that these weaknesses can be remedied 
so that women are not condemned irrevocably to moral inferiority. 26 
Of particular interest to Favre is Socrates’ remark that there are some 
women who are philosophers and courageous and others who are 
not. 27 Favre interprets this remark to demonstrate that Socrates 
recognized in women the courage that raises them above the weakness 
and timidity of their nature and up to the highest virtue: that of being 
so adequately the ruler of oneself that one is able to rule others as 
well. 

A progressive outlook on women’s education is attributed to 
Socrates. Favre writes that Socrates had resolved, in the broadest 
sense, the question of the education of women which, more than 2,000 
years later, was still to give rise to so many hesitations and restric¬ 
tions. 28 Socrates was convinced of the power of education to ennoble 
the soul. He also understood the powerful effect that women exercise 
indirectly over all that most concerns the human species. In the light 
of considerations such as these, he wanted, through education, to make 
women worthy of their great vocation. 

Aristotle, Favre notes, claimed that women were inferior to men, 
seemingly deducing women’s nature from women’s social functions. 
Favre finds Aristotle’s view to be far from the “lofty and more 
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profoundly true doctrine of the master [Plato] who... renders such a 
noble testimony to the moral equality of the two sexes.” 29 

Favre observes with a certain triumph that, despite the inferior 
condition in which civil law and the decline in morals had placed 
women, the Stoics still did not exclude women from freedom and 
moral virtue. The moral philosophy of Seneca, Epictetus, and Marcus 
Aurelius is universal in its claims and is addressed to the soul 
“independently of all distinctions of rank, of condition, and even of 
sex.” 30 In La Morale des Stoi'ciens , Favre writes that Epictetus 
deplored the frivolous education of women and the degradation that 
was the consequence of such education. He had the sentiment of what 
women “ought to be,” that is, of “the mission of woman and the moral 
height to which she can attain.” 31 Seneca is noted for his comments on 
how Roman decadence had made women inferior, and for his admira¬ 
tion of the few women who had escaped women’s general lot. 32 The 
Stoics, according to Favre, avenged women of their inferiority by 
inspiring in women the feeling of their dignity and calling upon 
women to exercise “the empire of virtue” over men and women. She 
pays special tribute to the women who responded to the Stoics’ 
appeal: Arria, identified as the wife of Paetus, Arria the second, the 
wife of Thraseas, and Fannia, their daughter. 

3. The Great Human Family 

Consonant with Favre’s conception of the unity of moral law is her 
claim that all humans are first citizens of the world and then members 
of their immediate family and state. “Man belongs neither to himself, 
nor to his family, nor to his friends: God made for him a more ex¬ 
tended society to which each of its members owes his heart, his well¬ 
being, and his life,” 33 Favre writes in La Morale de Socrate. Socrates 
is distinguished from Plato and other moral philosophers precisely 
because he recognized himself as a citizen of the world. He saw, 
above the state, “the great human family of which the city is but a 
restricted image.” 34 And although Socrates did not neglect civic 
virtue, Socrates held human virtue, including justice and kindness, to 
be the highest form of virtue. Favre comments with favor on Socrates’ 
exhortation to extend hospitality and charity to the stranger, even if 
the stranger is one’s enemy. 35 

Love and friendship are given considerable attention in Favre’s 
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moral writings, for they are understood as basic to the formation of the 
family, the state, and the “great human family of the world.” Familial 
affection is presented as the most tender initiation to love of the non¬ 
self, because in it instinctual and rational love are combined. Man’s 
love for woman is thought to ennoble woman so that she can be man’s 
equal, and to complete man’s being. 36 Favre objects to Aristotle’s 
insistence on the superiority of maternal love and offers, instead, the 
idea that fathers who might replace mothers in the care of children 
would be no less tender. 37 In La Morale d’Aristotle, Favre critically 
assesses the “excessive” love that is shown by some mothers for their 
children and argues that such feeling is not always “directed and 
contained by reason.” 38 

Positive justice, Favre claims in La Morale des Stoiciens, is justice 
that is inseparable from love. 39 She also links justice with love in La 
Morale de Socrate: “Justice is perfect only if it is united with the 
good, which is nothing other than love in action.” 40 Although Favre 
finds that Socratic and Stoic concepts of justice coincide with her 
views, she offers serious criticism of Aristotle’s distributive justice 
and compensatory justice. 41 Distributive justice, she writes, renders to 
each what is due in proportion to that person’s rank and social 
standing. 42 Yet humans cannot judge the absolute value of any person. 
True justice can be exercised, therefore, only by indulgence and 
support for all, by honoring the human dignity in those who appear 
most worthy of being despised, and by refusing no one the benefits of 
charity. Compensatory justice differs from distributive justice because 
it considers all humans to be equal, but it, too, fails to reach true 
justice, for it is founded on the principle of proportion, which claims 
that the degree of punishment should be proportionate to the degree of 
wrong-doing. “In the name of the generosity which is but the true 
justice,” Favre writes in La Morale d’Aristotle, “one should always 
suppose that he who does evil is blinded by ignorance or by pas¬ 
sion.” 43 

4. An “Ethics of Abundance” 

Julie Velten Favre’s moral philosophy might well be termed an “ethics 
of abundance.” She argues strongly against those moral teachings 
which emphasize “negative virtue” by admonishing against moral 
failure. By repeating to children that humans are weak and incapable 
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of doing good, Favre claims, one risks habituating children to less than 
is possible and to extinguishing in children the desire to make use of 
their strength. 44 What one must fear in education is not confidence in 
the strength of the will, but the inertia of a weak or self-satisfied will. 
Excess of the will is moderated by experience. A “paralyzed will,” 
however, is difficult to remedy, for it is habituated to lament its 
condition and to hope for a miracle that will set it free. 

Favre rejects, as well, the approach to moral philosophy that 
concentrates on balancing rights and wrongs. 45 This approach to 
conduct, Favre proposes, is satisfied with too little and neglects all that 
the moral life can accomplish. Negative virtue that limits itself to 
respect for the rights of persons and property, and to refraining from 
wrongdoing, is but a part of justice, which itself demands that we do 
all for our fellow men that is their due. 


IV. CONCLUSIONS 

Julie Velten Favre’s own view of morality unites high ideals and the 
generosity of human spirit by placing foremost the inner duty to make 
choices that can lead to a virtuous life. “All the power and dignity of 
man are in his free will,” she writes in La Morale des Stoiciens, “... it 
is necessary to persuade him that to will is to be able.” 46 
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13. Women Philosophers of the Seventeenth, 
Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries 

MARY ELLEN WAITHE 


The preceding chapters explore in some detail modem philosphy’s 
indebtedness to women. It is appropriate to close this volume with 
brief descriptions of other women of the seventeenth, eighteenth, and 
nineteenth centuries who were also accomplished philosophers. These 
are women who were actively engaged in philosophical discourse 
and/or publishing. Like other philosophers of the period, those 
mentioned in this chapter were often also scientists, political theorists, 
social activists, educators, theologians, or professional writers. It was 
in multi-disciplinary domains that Laura Bassi and Mary Somerville 
explored the connections between the sciences; that Harriet Martineau 
and Clemence Royer advocated, respectively, mechanism and substan- 
tialism; that Harriet Taylor Mill advocated feminism and liber¬ 
tarianism; that Hortense Allart de Meritens claimed a common 
foundation for religion and science; and, that Christine Ladd-Frankin 
suggested improvements to Boolean algebra and began her analysis of 
color and visual perception. The contributions of these and other 
women philosophers of the period can be given only the briefest 
description here. All merit greater attention than can be given in this 
volume and all are worthy subjects of further research. Such a 
research agenda might include not only those who are discussed 
below, but also Marie Huber (1695-1753), Marie Agnesi 
(1718-1799), Sophie Germain (1776-1831), Marianna Bacinetti- 
Florenzi Waddington (1802-1870), Anna Tumarkin (fl 1875), Sophie 
Bryant (fl. 1888), and Hedwig Bender (fl. 1891), as well as the women 
who are named in the introduction to this volume. 
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I. THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 
1. Anna Maria van Schurman 1607-1678 

Bom in Cologne, Germany, of Dutch parents, Anna Maria van 
Schurman received her early childhood education at home. The 
autobiographical Eukleria; seu Melioris partis electio 1 reports that she 
began studying Seneca’s philosophy at age eleven and was taught by 
her father. Her early studies included the works of Plutarch, Pliny, 
Terrence, Xenophon, and other classical writers, as well as Augustine 
and other church fathers. As an adult, she numbered among her friends 
and colleagues Elisabeth, Princess Palatine of Bohemia, Rene Des¬ 
cartes, Marie le Jars de Goumay, 2 and Bathsua Makin. She was a 
prolific writer on diverse subjects, including philosophy and religion. 
According to Robertson, her works include De Vitae Humanae 
Termino (1639), De ingenii muliebris ad doctrinam et meliores 
litter as aptitudine (1641), later published in English as The Learned 
maid, or Whether a maid may be a scholar? 3 Opuscula hebraeca, 
greca, latina, gallica, prosaica, et metrical which includes letters to 
Gassendi, Huygens, Makin, Voet, and others. According to her 
biographer, Una Birch (known as Pope-Hennessy), van Schurman is 
the author of An Ethiopian Grammar . 5 As noted by Anne F. 
Robertson, 6 Pope-Hennessy gives an incomplete source for this work, 
remarking only that it passed into the library of a Dr. Mayer. Accord¬ 
ing to Robertson, this work may never have been published, rather, if 
it existed at all, may have been privately circulated. 

Of philosophic interest is van Schurman’s The Learned maid, or, 
Whether a maid may be a scholar? This pamphlet presents in classical 
rhetorical style an argument supporting the scholarly education of 
single women. The text appears in modem English translation in 
Angeline Goreau’s The Whole Duty of a Woman: Female Writers in 
Seventeenth Century England . Goreau notes that van Schurman uses 
arguments which are 

...often derived from some of the most traditionally restrictive 
attitudes or negative “received opinions” about women’s nature. 
She argues, for example, that because of their “imbecility and 
inconstancy of disposition or temper,” women are more in need of 
the “solid and continual employment” that learning can supply. 
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Furthermore, she does not question the assumption that women’s 
“proper sphere” is in the home ... but uses it as an argument to 
demonstrate that “the study of letters is more convenient for them 
[women].” 7 

And while Goreau appears to take seriously van Schurman’s com¬ 
ments about the natural intellectual inferiority of women, it is equally 
possible to see this as yet another version of the standard humility 
formula through which men’s own assumptions about the natural 
inequality of women are used ironically in formal philosophical 
arguments by women to defeat those same unwarranted assumptions. 

Van Schurman’s Whether a maid may be a scholar? was widely 
circulated in Europe. Her influence may be seen in the writings of 
later women from Bathsua Makin and “Sophia” to Juliette Lambert 
Adam and Mary Wollstonecraft. Her work has seen many editions and 
translations and is widely available today. 

2. Bathsua Pell Makin: 1612- ? 

Bathsua Pell was bom in Sussex, England, of a family with strong ties 
to the aristocracy and to the academy. Although John Pell, her father, 
was a rector, she and two other children of Pell and Mary Holland 
achieved note: an older brother, Thomas, was attached to the Court of 
Charles I. A younger brother, John, allegedly the creator of the 
division sign, held chairs in mathematics in Amsterdam and Breda. In 
1641, Makin joined the court of Charles I as tutor to Princess 
Elizabeth, who died nine years later at age fifteen. Makin is known to 
have taught Greek, Latin, Hebrew, French, and Italian to Elizabeth. In 
1646, while she was at court, Makin wrote to Parliament, arguing that 
it ought to abolish debtors’ prisons. The Malady and Remedy of 
Vexations and Unjust Arrests and Actions 8 argued on libertarian 
grounds that imprisonment for involuntary indebtedness, where there 
was no intent to defraud, was morally unjustified. She urged Parlia¬ 
ment to strike down laws which permitted creditors and estateholders 
to have debtors and tenants imprisoned. 

Makin was correspondent (in Greek) with Anna Maria van Schur¬ 
man. 9 Makin’s An Essay To Revive the Antient Education of 
Gentlewomen 10 appeared in 1673 and owes much to van Schurman’s 
The Learned Maid. 11 And although it is clear that Makin much 
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admires van Schurman, she goes beyond van Schurman in arguing for 
the education of women in law, business, and military strategy as well. 
She argues that advanced education in the liberal arts and sciences will 
not only advantage women and their families, but that it will have a 
trickle-down effect for the entire English nation as well. For, she says, 
a generation of intelligent, well-educated women will advance the 
general level of education of their children, who will in turn foster a 
higher degree of learning in subsequent generations. And although 
Makin argues that women ought not be educated merely in needle¬ 
work and painting, but in logic, mathematics, philosophy, and science 
as well, she is careful to claim that such education is justified 
primarily because it will enable women to be better helpmates to their 
husbands, better mothers and teachers of their children, and more 
consistent exemplars of piety and devotion. She is not advocating non- 
traditional careers for women. Rather, she sees advanced education of 
unmarried women as safeguarding against poverty and dependence 
upon the largesse of their male relatives. She sees education of 
married women as instrumental towards women becoming more 
useful wives and mothers. Education can provide insurance against 
impoverished old age for unmarried as well as married women. An 
educated wife, she says, ought to be able to successfully manage a 
husband’s business during his illness or absence, as well as after his 
death. 

Makin’s Essay follows a form similar to van Schurman’s The 
Learned Maid in that it considers objections to the claims it makes. It 
is not clear, however, where Makin acquired her knowledge of learned 
women from antiquity and the middle ages. The examples of learned 
women in various disciplines which she cites is reminiscent of 
Christine Pisan’s Cite des Dames, and it is not at all unlikely that 
Makin would have been familiar with that work, as well as with other 
histories of philosophy which included references to women philo¬ 
sophers. After citing examples of educated women in a variety of 
disciplines, and after entertaining objections to the education of 
women, Makin briefly explores contemporary educational theory. She 
rejects the traditional Lilly’s grammar in favor of that more recently 
developed by Comenius, in which Latin roots, accompanied by 
pictorial representation, are taught in sentential context. Referring to 
the education of “young gentlewomen of eight or nine,” Makin 
proposes that this basic teaching of Latin be accompanied by basic 
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English grammar, so that the child’s knowledge of her native tongue 
can be used in the acquisition of a general knowledge of grammar and 
rhetoric, to be followed by learning French and other Latin-based 
languages, Greek, and Hebrew. She advocates teaching natural 
sciences (botany and geology) and their applications in medicine, food 
preservation, and cooking, and teaching astronomy and geography, 
arithmetic, history, and philosophy. 

3. Elisabeth of Bohemia, Princess Palatine: 1618—1680 

Daughter of Frederick the Elector Palatine, who was briefly King of 
Bohemia, and Elizabeth Stuart, daughter of James I, Elisabeth fled 
with her family following the death of her father and the loss of the 
throne to exile at the Hague. At age twenty she refused accession to 
the throne, remaining instead at court in the Hague. Foucher de 
Cariel 12 represents Elisabeth as a young woman who sacrificed the 
throne as a result of her religious conversion to Catholicism, and who 
decided to forgo marriage in the pursuit of philosophy. According to 
Foucher de Cariel, this attachment to philosophy, and to Cartesian 
meditation, resulted in Elisabeth’s retirement to the convent of 
Herford in Westphalia following Descartes’ death. She lived the rest 
of her life there, first as coadjutrix, and later as abbess. A succinct 
biography and analysis of Elisabeth’s philosophy is to be found in 
Beatrice Zedler’s “The Three Princesses.” 13 

Foucher de Cariel 14 groups the correspondence regarding Elisabeth, 
Descartes, and Kristina of Sweden, first reproducing the letters from 
Elisabeth to Descartes and interspersing them with summaries of 
Descartes’ responses to the Princess. This group was written between 
May 6, 1643, and April 25, 1646. Next, Foucher de Cariel presents 
those letters amongst Descartes, Elisabeth, and Kristina during the 
period from July 10, 1646, through February 27, 1654. Letters 
between Elisabeth and her brother, one letter by Elisabeth to William 
Penn, and two to her sister are also included. This last grouping of 
correspondence dates from 1652 to 1680 and is the subject of some 
analysis by Dugas. 15 Although some of the correspondence is purely 
personal, describing, among other things, the Princess’ recurring 
psychological depressions (Descartes once sent her Seneca’s On 
Happiness, presumably for therapeutic reasons), there is a great deal 
of philosophical interest. Elisabeth challenges Descartes’ account of 
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the connection between soul as thinking substance, i.e., as mind, and 
the body. The ability of an immaterial substance to generate motion in 
a physical substance, is, according to her letter of May 6, 1643, not 
accounted for in sufficient detail by the metaphysics outlined in 
Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy. Indeed, although most of the 
correspondence between Elisabeth and Descartes includes pleasantries 
and personal concerns regarding her court, her health, and their mutual 
acquaintances, moral philosophy, physics, aesthetics, philosophy of 
religion, and metaphysics are discussed in great detail. Her letters to 
Descartes take on the characteristics of questions and objections of the 
sort expected from an independent referee of a philosophy book. They 
are polite inquiries as to meaning, explanations of the ways in which 
some of Descartes’ positions are confusing, contradictory, or simply 
inadequate, and explorations of the consequences of maintaining 
particular aspects of his doctrines. Princess Elisabeth offers comments 
and critical analysis of several of Descartes’ works, including 
Principles of Philosophy, Traite des Passions de Vdme, and 
Meditations Metaphysiques. And although her inquiries and comments 
are knowledgeable and relevant, she makes no major contribution to 
Descartes’ writings. Rather, as Zedler’s summary of the interchange 
between Elizabeth and Descartes makes clear, Elisabeth functions as a 
knowledgeable, competent critic. 16 Of interest, as Zedler notes, is that 
Descartes frequently offers an inadequate response to her queries. 

From the correspondence with Descartes we get a fair idea of 
Elisabeth’s background in philosophy, for her letters refer to Aristotle, 
Socrates, Seneca’s On Happiness, Epicurus, Gassendi, Machiavelli’s 
The Prince, Bacon, and her friends and colleagues, Anna Maria van 
Schurman, Kristina of Sweden, and William Penn (whose moral, 
social, and political ideologies were reflected in the founding of 
Pennsylvania, and in the outlawing of slavery there). Indeed, she 
appears to have formed part of a group of women who studied 
philosophy. 17 

4. Helena Lucretia Comoro Piscopia: 1646-1684 

Helena Lucretia Cornelia was the daughter of John Baptist Comaro 
Piscopia, Procurator of St. Mark’s. She was viewed as a child prodigy 
and apparently owed most of her education to the efforts of her father. 
When she was quite young she became an oblate in the order of St. 
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Benedict. There are several sources available for study of Piscopia, 
including a publication by Nicola Fusco published by the United 
States Committee for Elena Lucrezia Cornaro Piscopia terentary. 18 
According to her Benedictine biography, 19 she was fluent in Italian, 
Spanish, Latin, and Greek. When she was twenty-three years old she 
translated a devotional text of Lanspergius from Spanish into Italian. 
The first professor of philosophy at the University of Padua, Carlo 
Rinalin, was her private tutor in philosophy, and the locally eminent 
Fr. Hippolytus Marchetti was her tutor in theology. Unlike Laura 
Bassi, who decades later would defend her dissertation at Bologna, 
Helena Lucretia Cornaro Piscopia was examined for the Doctorate at 
Padua. The examination was held on June 25, 1678. She was thirty- 
two years old. For the examination Helena had to select the name of a 
classical philosopher. She chose Aristotle. The examiners then 
randomly selected passages from Aristotle’s works. Piscopia was 
required to explain the passage, and identify and resolve the 
philosophic difficulties raised by it. The examination was conducted 
in public, in classical Latin, and apparently lasted an hour. 

Helena Cornaro Piscopia is reputed to have found the many 
subsequent elections to honorary positions at educational institutions 
and academic societies inconsistent with her religious vows of 
humility. Her adult life both before and after the election to the 
doctorate was spent as a member of a religious order. Records of 
invitations to public disputations, proceedings in Italian and French 
religious academic circles about whether she could also be awarded a 
Doctorate in Theology, an engraving of her in the Museo Civico in 
Padua and a statue of her at the University of Padua indicate that her 
achievements as a philosopher and theologian were widely ap¬ 
preciated during her lifetime. 


H. THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

I. Laura Bassi Verati: 1711-1778 

Laura M. Caterina Bassi was bom in the parish of S. Lorenzo di porta 
Stiera, Bologna, on October 29, 1711. 20 Our information about Bassi 
comes from an article by G.B. Comelli in the offical history of the 
University of Bologna. 21 Comelli reports that Laura learned Latin 
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when she was very young and was viewed as a child prodigy. 22 The 
ecclesiastical authorities of Bologna persuaded her parents to educate 
their daughter. Cardinals who were on the faculty of the Accademia 
Istituti Scientiarum Socia of Bologna became her tutors. Laura later 
began studies at the Istituti and followed a typical curriculum which 
included speculative philosophy, logic, metaphysics, physics, 
astronomy, mathematics, medicine, surgery, law (probably canon 
law), and theology. 23 By age nineteen she had been studying at the 
Istituti only a short time but was reputed to have a mastery of 
philosophy equivalent to that of one who had been studying a decade. 
She applied for formal admission to doctoral candidacy, preparing a 
French and Latin version of her thesis proposal, and was immediately 
admitted to candidacy at the Academia deifilosofi of the Istituti. 24 

It was apparently around this time that Bassi considered marriage, 
for her biographer suggests that there was a dispute about the pos¬ 
sibility of permitting a married woman to attend the university and to 
publicly defend a thesis. Whatever her plans may have been, she 
delayed marriage until after her defense in 1732. Her husband, 
Giuseppi Verati, was a physician and faculty member at the Istituto. 
The couple had five children. Their only daughter, Caterina (b. 1750), 
died at age seventeen. The oldest of their four surviving children, 
Giovanni (1738-1800), became a professor of theology and sacred 
scripture; the occupation of the second son, Ciro (1744), is not 
recorded; Giacomo (1743-1818) had a religious vocation, and the 
youngest child, Paolo (1753-1831) became a physics professor. 25 

While still in school and living with her parents, Laura conducted 
scientific experiments in the Bassi home for which the academic 
scientists of the Istituti awarded her a public acclamation on March 
20, 1732. 26 On April 17, 1732, six months prior to her twenty-first 
birthday, she publicly defended a thesis of forty-nine hypotheses 
based on Aristotelian and Christian philosophy. They included six 
hypotheses of Logic, sixteen hypotheses of Metaphysics (including six 
on Being, four on Causation, three on God, and three on Angels), 
eighteen hypotheses of Physics (including six on Matter, five on 
Motion, and seven on Meteors), and nine hypotheses on Aristotle’s De 
AnimaP The defense took place in the great hall of Bologna’s City 
Hall, before the entire faculty of the Istituti, public officials, nobility, 
and the general public. In an elaborate processional, Bassi was 
escorted to her defense by a countess and a marquessa past a 
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ceremonial honor guard. 28 For two and a half hours, Bassi defended 
her thesis by responding in Latin to questions and objections raised 
against it. 

Comelli does not mention whether Bassi left any written works of 
philosophy. However, Alic notes that she published “many papers on 
Cartesian and Newtonian physics.” 29 Alic, however, cites none of 
these publications. Scheibinger 30 names three papers on compression 
of air, and on bubbles. However, Bassi did teach natural philosophy 
(physics) at the Istituto. 31 It is likely that her teaching career, which 
began in 1732, would have ended or been suspended by 1738 with the 
birth of her first child. However, she may have continued teaching 
past the 1744 birth of her second child because her reputation as a 
scholar was widespread during her lifetime. Many medals, statues, and 
portraits of her are displayed in public places. There are also letters to 
Bassi from Voltaire in 1744 and 1745. In those letters Voltaire 
laments his inability to meet Bassi in Bologna and mentions Bassi and 
Emilie du Chatelet as “tabernacles” of philosophy. 32 Whether Laura 
Bassi Verati’s fame was merely the product of her having been a 
woman in a male academic environment, and therefore having been 
viewed as a prodigy, or whether it was a result of her academic 
accomplishments and contributions to philosophy can perhaps best be 
determined through a more detailed study of her correspondence and 
other records in the archives of the University of Bologna. But 
whatever the source of her fame, Laura Bassi Verati clearly deserves 
mention as one of the eighteenth century’s women philosophers. 

2. Catharine Sawbridge Macaulay-Graham: 1731-1791 

Catharine Macaulay, as she usually is referred to, was bom in 1731 
near Canterbury, England, to John Sawbridge and Elizabeth Wanley 
Sawbridge. Her mother died when Catharine was still an infant, and 
little is known about her early life. Hay, who is not the most reliable 
biographer, reports that Catharine’s father seldom saw her, and 
refused to educate his daughters. 33 Whether and how Catharine 
Macaulay received a formal education is not known. However, her 
writings clearly evidence expertise in Latin and in history and a 
thorough knowledge of English literature and philosophy. She was 
nearly thirty before she married the physician George Macaulay. The 
couple had one child, a daughter. Dr. Macaulay died in 1766. Twelve 
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years later, Catharine married the twenty-one-year-old surgeon’s mate, 
William Graham. 

Catharine was a prolific writer whose primary subject was political 
history. Her 3,500-page, eight-volume work The History of England , 
from the Accession of James I to that of the Brunswick Line was 
published over a twenty-year period. During that time, she also wrote 
three pamphlets: Loose Remarks on Certain Positions to be found in 
Mr. Hobbes's Philosophical Rudiments of Government and Society 34 
(the English edition of De C/ve), 35 A Short Sketch of a Democratical 
Form of Government in a Letter to Signior Paoli (published with 
Loose Remarks ), and Observations on a Pamphlet Entitled “Thoughts 
on the Cause of the Present Discontents ” (1770), a criticism of a 
pamphlet by Edmund Burke. Macaulay’s 400-page Letters on Educa¬ 
tion was originally published in 1787, 36 reprinted in 1790, 37 and more 
recently in 1974. 38 I rely on the 1790 edition of Letters . I have not 
been able to obtain the History . Of those works which I have been 
able to obtain, only the criticism of Hobbes and the Letters on Educa¬ 
tion are clearly philosophical works. I therefore rely on the survey 
article by Boos and Boos for an assessment of the History. 

According to Boos and Boos 39 Macaulay’s History of England 
analyzes the politics of the Stuart succession and the dissolution of the 
French government. Her views are highly critical of the political 
philosophies of Hume, Burke, Hobbes, and others. She drew criticism 
from Samuel Johnson and from the philosopher and historian David 
Hume, who had published his own History of Great Britain 40 Her 
commitment to the ideas of self-determination and human freedom led 
her to travel to France (1775) and to the United States (1785) to meet 
eminent revolutionaries including Benjamin Franklin, Mercy Otis 
Warren, James Otis Warren, John Adams, Abigail Adams, George 
Washington, and Martha Washington. Philosophical arguments 
apparently surface throughout her eight-volume History , and research 
to extract them from the History and to compare them to those 
appearing in her more explicitly philosophical writings would no 
doubt prove fruitful. Boos and Boos note: 

...Macaulay’s History was the first comprehensive anti-royalist 
history of its time, and by far the most detailed vindication of 
English opposition and dissent... Her revisionist History provided 
an alternative both to the narrowly sectarian religious accounts of 
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the previous century and to more accepted royalist histories, and 
was an important achievement in eighteenth century historiography 
and political thought. 41 

In her philosophical writings, Macaulay addresses many topics: she 
outlines a theory of women’s equality, a theory of education, a theory 
of parentalism, and a contractarian theory of government. She con¬ 
siders slavery to be immoral, and she argues for determinism and 
against the idea of free will, as well as for a concept of a deity who 
works in mysterious ways. 

The prevailing doctrine of sex-complementarity held that men and 
women were biological opposites whose fundamental differences 
complemented and completed each other’s nature. Together, male and 
female formed a whole. The halves of this whole were physical, 
intellectual, and moral opposites: men were superior, women inferior 
to them. This natural inferiority provided the moral justification for 
the subjection of women by men. Macaulay disputed the logic of 
Rousseau’s complementarian argument, claiming that 

He sets out with a supposition, that Nature intended the subjection 
of the one sex to the other; that consequently there must be an 
inferiority of intellect in the subjected party; but as man is a very 
imperfect being, and apt to play the capricious tyrant, Nature, to 
bring things nearer to an equality, bestowed on the woman such 
attractive graces, and such an insinuating address, as to turn the 
balance on the other scale. Thus Nature, in a giddy mood, recedes 
from her purposes, and subjects prerogative to an influence which 
must produce confusion and disorder in the system of human 
affairs. Rousseau saw this objection; and in order to obviate it, he 
has made up a moral person of the union of the two sexes, which, 
for contradiction and absurdity, outdoes every metaphysical riddle 
that was ever formed in the schools. In short, it is not reason, it is 
not wit; it is pride and sensuality that speak in Rousseau... 42 

Throughout Part I of Letters Macaulay criticizes the theory of sex 
complementarity. In her view the theory has immoral consequences 
even if one does not consider the unequal treatment of women to be 
immoral. By training females from birth that the admiration of men is 
the entire measure of women’s self-worth, the theory of sexual 
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complementarity, and Rousseau’s application of it, induce vices of 
vanity and envy in women. The theory of sex-complementarity is 
inconsistent in this regard. On the one hand it specifies the virtues of 
women in a particular way; however, women who pursue that which is 
considered virtuous for women, can do so only by engaging in 
behavior which everyone recognizes to be vice. Macaulay precedes 
Concordet in her emphasis on the need for male education to include 
the same kind of training in virtue that women received. Macaulay 
believed that boys and girls should receive an identical education in a 
sex-integrated setting, rather than separate but equal education as 
Bathsua Pell Makin had proposed. In the first part of Letters Macaulay 
advocated a liberal upbringing for children with ample play time, 
opportunities for physical activity (to build strength and confidence), 
and responsibility for care of pets (to develop kindness for dependent 
creatures). 

Macaulay also challenged contemporary accounts of parental rights 
and filial duty. In her Loose Remarks on ... Hobbes she argued against 
Hobbes’ support of parental rights to commit infanticide by exposure, 
a practice which was not illegal in many countries: 

We know that the right of parents to expose their children has been 
the civil law of many countries; but that they have a natural right so 
to do is a bold assertion of Mr. Hobbes’s, which nature and reason 
contradict. 43 

In her view, parental rights derive from a natural sentiment of care. 
Parental care in infancy creates in parents additional duties toward 
their children and reciprocal duties of children towards their parents to 
obey lawful, rational directives. Parents who neglect or abuse their 
children forfeit parental rights. 44 

Part II of the Letters reveals a curious admixture of elitist assump¬ 
tions and egalitarianism. However, Macaulay’s elitist assumptions 
appear to be grounded in an acceptance of contemporary scientific 
complementarian views about human anatomy and biology. Until 
recently, scientists and philosophers, as well as ordinary people, 
assumed that modem science was based on disinterested, objective 
observation and that its conclusions were therefore neither racist nor 
sexist. As Schiebinger has so adequately demonstrated, science, 
particularly anatomical studies and medical biology, have been 
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grounded on sex complementarianist assumptions which in turn have 
led to sexist and racist interpretations of empirical data. 45 Macaulay, 
like her contemporaries, accepted as truths claims about anatomical 
and biological features of peasants and non-whites. She accepted as 
true scientific “evidence” of non-whites’ greater tolerance for pain and 
lower intelligence when compared to whites. Nevertheless, despite 
these views, in Part II of Letters she considers slavery to be immoral. 
The third part of Letters presents Macaulay’s views on immortality, 
determinism, the necessity of divine goodness, and the inability of 
humans to fully understand God’s nature. She takes refuge in the 
concept of divine mystery rather than explain (as was then popular 
among philosopher-theologians) how a deity who was perfect and 
good can cause evil. 

Macaulay’s Loose Remarks on Certain Positions to be found in Mr. 
Hobbes's Philosophical Rudiments of Government and Society... 
counters Hobbes’ monarchical theory of government with a more 
contractarian view. Macaulay takes issue with Hobbes’ argument that 
individuals, once having transferred power to a monarch to become a 
“crude multitude”, they have irrevocably contracted to delegate 
absolute authority to the monarch. (Macaulay, citing “Dominion” Ch. 
vii, art ii, p. 118 sq.) This quasi-empirical quasi-conceptual assertion 
by Hobbes was essential to his argument that absolute monarchy was 
morally justified and that the people had no moral authority to limit 
the power of the monarch. To Hobbes’ assertion Macaulay responds: 

A Contract made by two contracting parties must be equally 
binding: therefore Mr. Hobbes’s figure of the dissolution of the 
person does not serve his argument a whit; for if the person, viz. the 
people, dissolves, the obligation, if void of one side is so of the 
other. 46 

Macaulay argues that if one party fails to perform the duties stipulated 
in the contract, as a consequence of non-performance the party forfeits 
rights under the contract. The contract is dissolved and the parties can 
make another. Further, she denies Hobbes’ assumption that the 
performance of the monarch under the contract can be vague and 
unspecified while performance of the people must be specific. The 
performance clause cannot be subject only to the interpretation of the 
contracting would-be monarchs and not to the interpretation of the 
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contracting would-be subjects. The reason for this, Macaulay says, is 
that: 

.. .the will of the contractor is necessary to the making of a lawful 
contract, and no rational person can give up his natural right to 
another, without proposing to himself more advantages than he 
could otherwise have enjoyed, had he not divested himself of that 
right. 47 

Catharine Sawbridge Macaulay-Graham was an unconventional 
eighteenth-century intellectual. Her primary interest was in history. 
However, she was familiar with and competently criticized the anti¬ 
libertarian, pro-monarchical philosophies of Hume, Hobbes, and 
Rousseau. Her History of England detailed the abuses and failures of 
the English monarchy at a time of its political decline. So great was 
the sting of her documented accusations that she drew fire from 
leading royalist apologists including Johnson and Hume. She was a 
firm believer in individual rights and in the equality of women. Her 
opposition to royalist and other structures of dominance led her to 
travel to the United States to meet its anti-monarchical revolutionaries, 
Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, George Washington, Martha 
Washington, James Otis Warren, and Mercy Otis Warren. It also led 
her to criticize the British slave trade in the West Indies and to 
demand equal educational and social rights for women. 

3. Sophia, a Person of Quality [pseud.]: floruit 1739 

In 1739 the tract Woman Not Inferior to Man or, A Short and Modest 
Vindication of the Natural Right of the Fair Sex to a Perfect Equality 
of Power, Dignity, and Esteem, with the Men appeared, criticizing 
male Enlightenment philosophers who had argued that women were 
inferior to men. The influence of Francois Poullain de la Barre’s De 
I’egalite des deux sexes: Discours physique et morale (1673) is noted 
by Bell and Offen, who also reproduce excerpts of Sophia’s text. 48 
Sophia argues against two related arguments for male supremacy. The 
first argument is that men are of superior reason, the second, that 
women are more driven by the passions than are men. Not only are 
men not of superior reason, she claims, but the arguments which they 
adduce to prove their superiority are not arguments at all, but the 
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consequence of their own “passion, prejudice, and groundless cus¬ 
tom.” Men’s claims to superior rationality fly in the face of empirical 
evidence of their lack of control over their sexual appetites: 

We know we have reason, and are sensible that it is the only 
prerogative nature has besow’d upon us, to lift us above the sphere 
of sensitive animals: And the same reason, which points us out our 
superiority over them, would light us to discern the superiority of 
Men over us, if we could discover in them the least degree of sense 
above what we ourselves possess. But it will be impossible for us, 
without forfeiting that reason, ever to acknowledge ourselves 
inferior to creatures, who make no other use of the sense they boast 
of, than basely to subject it to the passions they have in common 
with Brutes. Were we to see the Men every where, and at all times, 
masters of themselves, and their animal appetites in a perfect 
subordination to their rational faculties; we should have some 
colour to think that nature designed them for masters to us, who 
cannot perhaps always boast of so compleat a command over 
ourselves. But how is it possible for us to give into such a notion, 
while we see those very men, whose ambition of ascendency over 
us, nothing less than absolute dominion can satiate, court the most 
abject slavery, by prostituting reason to their groveling passions, 
suffering sense to be led away captive by prejudice, and sacrificing 
justice, truth, and honour, to inconsiderate custom?... 49 

Sophia notes that the arguments which men have offered, even if 
sound, are unjustly used against women because the premises are 
merely allegations made by other men, in favor of men, and therefore 
are biased and may be motivated by self-interest. Men’s arguments 
have been arguments from other male authorities. Theirs are not even 
arguments grounded in clear and convincing empirical evidence 
(which Sophia discredits anyway, citing the effects of millennia of 
oppression and inadequate education of women). Nor are their 
arguments grounded in reason itself. 

Hitherto the difference between the sexes has been but very slightly 
touched upon. Nevertheless, the Men , biass’d by custom, prejudice, 
and interest, have presumed boldly to pronounce sentence in their 
own favour, because possession empower’d them to make violence 
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take place of justice. And the Men of our times, without trial or 
examination, have taken the same liberty from the report of other 
Men . Whereas to judge soundly, whether their sex has received 
from nature any real supereminence beyond ours; they should 
entirely divest themselves of all interest and partiality , and suffer 
no bare reports to fill the place of argument, especially if the 
Reporter be a party immediately concern’d. 50 

What is worse, she claims, is that the faulty logic and the introduction 
of bias demonstrate that those who make such arguments are 
themselves poor philosophers. 

If a Man could thus divest the partiality attach’d to this self, and put 
on for a minute a state of neutrality, he would be able to see, and 
forced to acknowledge, that prejudice and precipitance are the chief 
causes of setting less value upon Women than Men , and giving so 
much greater excellence and nobility to the latter than to the former. 
In a word, were the Men Philosophers in the strict sense of the 
term, they would be able to see that nature invincibly proves a 
perfect equality in our sex with their own. 51 

Nor does Sophia claim expertise herself. Her argument in support of 
women’s equality is not stronger or weaker because she is female: it 
stands or falls on its own merits, on the probative force of “rectified 
reason.” 

But as there are extremely few among them capable of such an 
abstracted way of thinking, they have no more right to act the 
judges in this matter than ourselves; and therefore, we must be 
obliged to appeal to a more impartial judge , one incapable of siding 
with any party, and consequently unsuspected on both sides. This I 
apprehend to be rectified reason , as it is a pure intellectual faculty 
elevated above the consideration of any sex, and equally concern’d 
in the welfare of the whole rational species in general, and in 
particular. To this Judge we leave our cause, by the decision of this 
we are prepar’d to stand or fall; and if, upon the evidence of truth, 
reason should declare us inferior to Men , we will chearfully 
acquiesce to the sentence. But what if we obtain a decree in our 
favour, upon impartial examination? Why then all the authority, 



Sophia 225 


which the Men have exerted over us hitherto, will appear an unjust 
usurpation on their side; for which nothing can make tolerable 
atonement, but their restoring to us the state of equality nature first 
placed us in... 52 

Sophia preceded Rousseau, and it is conjectural whether he was 
familiar with Woman Not Inferior to Man , or whether it prompted him 
to develop the character “Sophie” in marked contrast to his “Emile.” 
According to Bell and Offen, Sophia drew an almost immediate 
response from “A Gentleman” in a pamphlet Man Superior to Woman , 
or , A Vindication of Man's Natural Right of Sovereign Authority over 
the Woman. They report: 

In 1740 Sophia replied with an even longer treatise, in which she 
demolished these arguments and stated her own. Her treatises were 
reprinted and adapted under similar titles in England throughout the 
next forty years. 53 

In addition, Bell and Offen mention several French translations. One 
of those translations, published in 1751, may have been by Madeline 
de Puisieux, who was closely connected to Denis Diderot, compiler of 
the Encyclopedie. If Mme de Puisieux was responsible for this 
translation, then Sophia may have been known to the young Rousseau, 
the creator of “Sophie,” who was at about that time writing articles on 
music for Diderot’s Encyclopedie , and who would soon begin his 
literary career. 

4. (Marie) Olympe de Gouges (Marie de Gouzes): 1748-1793 

Olympe de Gouges was bom the daughter of a butcher in Montauban, 
France. She married a man named Aubry and had at least one son. De 
Gouges moved to Paris following an early widowhood. Her handwrit¬ 
ing was illegible, and her spelling was phonetic, but soon she became 
a moderately successful playwright. During the period 1788-1791 she 
published a series of pamphlets and treatises arguing for political and 
legal equality for women, and for tax reform which would result in a 
redistribution of the national wealth and repayment of the national 
debt. Women continued to be excluded from participation in most of 
the popular societies as well as the universities. De Gouges repeatedly 
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attempted to organize women’s societies which were a combination of 
the intellectual salons and political activist groups. 54 Unlike other 
revolutionaries who argued for social and economic equality, she 
believed that a royal head of state could serve as a figurehead monarch 
in a popular democracy. In July 1793 she was arrested for attempting 
to circulate Les Trois Urnes ou le Salut de la patrie in which she 
suggested that a popular referendum decide the form of government 
for France. (The title itself is a pun: “urnes” means “cremation urns” 
as well as “ballot boxes.” The title would translate loosely as ‘The 
three ums or salute to the country.’) Her trial took place in November 
of that year. Several days earlier, the National Convention outlawed 
clubs and societies for women. A partial trial transcript 55 indicates that 
it was her Declaration of the Rights of Woman and Citizen , as well as 
her plays and other works critical of the methods of the Revolution 
and the Terror, that led to her arrest. She was found guilty of being a 
reactionary royalist and was guillotined the day after the trial. 

Olympe de Gouge’s writings usually begin and end with an appeal 
to action. The central passages alternate a natural law theory with 
utilitarian constraints, peppering the argument with examples of 
contemporary abuses, pointing out the illogic of counterarguments 
offered by philosophers and other contemporary spokesmen for the 
status quo . 

In 1788 Olympe de Gouges wrote three radical treatises. In Lettre 
au peuple ou projet d’une caisse patriotique par une citoyenne (Letter 
to the people, or project for a patriotic coffer by a [female] citi¬ 
zen) 56 she urged women of modest means to demonstrate their 
patriotism by voluntary contributions to the coffers of the state. De 
Gouges argued that such an action would facilitate an egalitarian 
redistribution of wealth as well as repayment of the national debt. In 

a 

return, she urged the Etats Generaux to recognize women’s patriotism 
and legislate female equality. Remarques Patriotiques par la 
citoyenne , auteur de la lettre au peuple (Patriotic remarks by the 
[female] citizen, author of the letter to the people) 57 suggests other 
forms of voluntary taxation through which egalitarian redistribution of 
wealth might occur. Among other things, de Gouges urged luxury 
taxes on ownership of excessive jewels, horses, carriages, and fines on 
masters who injure their servants. Her tradition-shattering treatise 
Reflexion sur les Hommes Negres (Reflection on black men) 58 claimed 
that there were no innate natural differences between blacks and 
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whites. De Gouges argued that in the absence of such differences the 
underlying moral justification for socially differential treatment, 
particularly slavery, was lacking. 

A non-philosophical 1789 pamphlet, Projet dun second theatre et 
dune maternite (Project for a second theater and for a maternity 
hospital), 59 called for a competitor to the Comedie Frangaise (to be 
called Le Theatre Nationale) where non-mainstream feminist theatre 
could be produced. This treatise also argued that there was a need for 
a women’s hospital in which “sanitary medicine” would provide an 
alternative to the deplorable conditions for women in public hospitals. 
That same year de Gouges wrote Le Cri du Sage par une Femme (The 
Call of the Wise by a Woman) 60 in which she urged the repre¬ 
sentatives of the clergy, nobility, and estate-holders convened by 
Louis XVI not to assume the truth of the doctrine of “couverture” (that 
the interests of women were included in that of men). A quarter- 
century later, the appearance of James Mill’s “Article on Govern¬ 
ment,” in which he argued that the interests of women were indeed 
“covered” by the interests of their male relatives, would stand in 
marked contrast. 61 

De Gouges’ most famous and most philosophical work was her 
1791 treatise Les Droits de la Femme (The rights of woman). 62 
Dedicated to Marie Antoinette and modelled after the 1791 Constitu¬ 
tion’s preamble, Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen , it 
outlined constitutional principles of the rights of women. Women’s 
rights were grounded, de Gouges claimed, on the natural law and the 
laws of logic. She called for full equal rights for women with social 
distinctions based only on requirements of general utility. In addition 
to full political equality, it called for equal rights and punishments 
under civil and criminal law. De Gouges demanded equal opportunity 
for employment, education, and holding public office. This remark¬ 
able document also called for women to have equal access to public 
programs, and for the right to outright ownership and control of 
property while married. A separate part of this treatise includes a draft 
of a model social contract between men and women which de Gouges 
offered as a replacement for conventional marriage vows which then 
provided the legal foundation of the family. It was the first legal 
treatise to argue in favor of a mechanism for proving legal paternity of 
illegitimate children. The language of the Declaration is markedly 
utilitarian, based in certain natural law assumptions. De Gouges urges 
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women to oppose the 

non sequiturs [which male democratists] offer in contradiction to 
their principles, [to] courageously oppose the force of reason to the 
empty pretentions of superiority; unite yourselves beneath the 
standards of philosophy... 63 

During the period that Olympe de Gouges was writing these brief 
works of legal and political philosophy, she continued to publish short 
plays, most of which were highly critical of revolutionary methods. 
Her final work was Les Trois Urnes ou le Salut de la patrie , in which 
she suggested that popular revolution risked reinstituting old 
privileges unless a referendum of all citizens decided the form of 
government for France. In Les Trois Urnes... de Gouges combined 
natural law views and utilitarian theory in support of a general societal 
reform. She reiterated her demands for women’s political, social, and 
legal rights, beginning and ending the document with appeals to those 
who could effect such reforms. Acting on a tip from the printer, Les 
Trois Urnes... was confiscated by the agents of the Terror and Marie 
de Gouzes (as the court recorded her name) was placed under arrest on 
charges of being a royalist. Although the work was never published, 
there are revealing references to its contents in the transcript of her 
trial. The day after the trial, Olympe de Gouges was executed by 
guillotine. 

5. Mary Fairfax Somerville: 1780-1872 

Mary Fairfax was bom in the last half of the eighteenth century of 
Scots parentage. Her first marriage, to the captain Samuel Greig, 
ended with his death. Several years later, she married her cousin, the 
physician William Somerville. The most authoritative sources, Martha 
Somerville 64 and Elizabeth Chambers Patterson 65 of Somerville 
College, Oxford University (a college named for Mary Somerville), 
report that Somerville was largely self-taught. A natural philosopher 
and experimental scientist living in an era when little distinction was 
made between the two by academicians, she taught herself Euclid’s 
Elements , Bonnycastle’s Algebra , Newton’s Principia , and other 
mainstays of philosophy, mathematics, and science. She learned 
botany, astronomy, and geology and conducted experiments in solar 
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refraction and geology. Margaret Alic reports that Pierre Laplace, 
unaware that until her remarriage Somerville had been known as 
“Mrs. Greig,” complained to Somerville that: 

I write books that no one can read. Only two women have ever read 

the Mecanique Celeste; both are Scotch women: Mrs Greig and 

yourself. 66 

Ten years after Laplace made that comment to Somerville, The 
Society for Diffusing Useful Knowledge requested that Somerville 
prepare an English translation of Laplace’s Newtonian-based theory 
that the solar system was a self-regulating, stable mechanism. In 1831 
Somerville delivered much more than a translation. She prefaced 
Laplace’s work with a lengthy historical and mathematical analysis of 
Traite de Mecanique Celeste , and contributed diagrams, sketches, 
derivations, and proofs of certain aspects of Laplace’s theory. 

Three years later, her On the Connexion of the Physical Sciences 67 
was to result in the substitution of the term “scientist” for “natural 
philosopher” in intellectual circles. In it, Somerville offered a descrip¬ 
tion of the physical sciences in a way which elucidated the common 
philosophical foundations for the sciences and contributed to the 
adoption of a common definition of the term “physical science.” It 
was strongest in the subject of physical astronomy, but contained 
substantial analyses of mechanics, magnetism, electricity, heat, sound, 
light meteorology, climatology, geology, and elasticity in plate 
techtonics. The book saw five editions in only six years, and an 
additional five editions and translations into French, Italian, and 
German during the period from 1840 until Somerville’s death in 1872. 
Remarkably, each edition was a revision which eliminated outdated 
material and included analyses of new discoveries, particularly in 
theories of magnetism and electricity. 

Somerville’s third, and most popular, work, Physical Geography , 68 
was published in 1848. In it she described land, sea, and air masses, 
the animal and plant kingdoms, and social organization of the animal 
kingdom, including human social structure. She used this last descrip¬ 
tion as an opportunity to criticize slavery and other forms of social and 
class difference and conflict. But the book affirmed that the earth was 
geologically older than religious authorities would have it. That view 
caused her to be denounced in the House of Commons. When she was 
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ninety years old, she authorized the Darwinian evolutionary theorist 
Bates to revise Physical Geography , but required him to omit discus¬ 
sion of Darwin’s theory from it. Alic 69 suggests that Somerville may 
have done this either because she believed Darwin to be mistaken or 
because she feared further censure. Although Mary Somerville was an 
authority on scientific developments, her final book, On Molecular 
and Microscopic Science , 70 written at age eighty-nine, was a pedantic 
and outdated account of atomic theory, plant physiology, and micro¬ 
scopic animal organisms. 

Her early exclusion from academic societies changed following the 
publications of her works. The Royal Society, which excluded her 
from its sessions, erected a bust of her during her lifetime, and 
permitted her husband (who was a member) to read her papers there. 
The French Academie des Sciences published one of her early papers. 
The American Philosophical Society elected her a member in 1869. 
She received honors from the Royal Astronomical Society, The Royal 
Academy of Dublin, the Societe de Physique et d’Histoire Naturelle 
de Geneve, the Italian Geographical Society (Florence) (which 
awarded her its first Gold Medal), the Italian Academy of Science, the 
American Geographical and Statistical Society, the Royal Geographi¬ 
cal Society (which awarded her the Victoria Gold Medal), and other 
academic and professional associations. 

Mary Fairfax Somerville overcame the barriers of education, early 
widowhood, and exclusion from scientific societies before her early 
publications appeared. Alic reports that she was the first signatory to 
Mill’s petition for women’s suffrage. 71 Her professional life was as 
that of one of the last of the natural philosophers who lived during the 
period when philosophers of mathematics, metaphysics, cosmology, 
and science sought a unifying philosophical orientation and conducted 
scientific experimentation to “test” philosophical theories. 

6. Anna Doyle Wheeler: 1785-1848 

According to Bell and Offen, 72 Anna Doyle Wheeler was an Irish 
woman bom to an “enlightened” family. At age fifteen she married the 
abusive Frances Massey Wheeler. Margaret McFadden, who has 
extensively documented Wheeler’s biography, 73 notes that twelve 
years and six children later, Wheeler fled to the Isle of Guernsey and 
the protection of its governor, her uncle. Wheeler spent the next 
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twenty years travelling around Europe. By this time, she had read 
many of the works of revolutionary utopian philosophers, and also the 
works of Mary Wollstonecraft. 74 An early Saint-Simonian group in 
Caen, France, counted her amongst its members. McFadden notes 75 
that through Jeremy Bentham, Wheeler became acquainted with 
William Thompson and other utilitarians. Wheeler became closely 
associated with the utopian philosophers Robert Owen and Charles 
Fourier, and arranged exchanges of views among Fourierists, 
Owenites, and Saint-Simonians. 

Thompson and Wheeler claimed that Charles Fourier’s social 
philosophy shared the same basic assumptions as the utopian theories 
of Robert Owen and Saint-Simon. Wheeler’s public life was spent 
developing a synthesis of these three social-political philosophies. 
From Wheeler’s writings, we see that she considered herself to be not 
only a utopian, but a utilitarian. In her view, the philosophies of Saint- 
Simon, Owen, and Fourier provided the details of a political infrastruc¬ 
ture for a Benthamite utilitarian society. In such a society “the greatest 
happiness of the greatest number” did not exclude the happiness of 
women, nor did it subsume women’s happiness under that of males, or 
under that of the family unit. Wheeler published her own views in an 
1830 article, “Rights of Women.” 76 Bell and Offen cite 77 her 
“frequent contributions” to the Owenite Journal The Crisis in the form 
of translated articles by French socialists. A revision of her translation 
of “Call to Women” by the pseudonymous “Jeanne-Victoire” is 
reproduced by Bell and Offen. 78 Anna Doyle Wheeler worked hard 
towards having her philosophical views become a political reality. 
Towards this end, she gave a number of public addresses on the 
subject of utopian socialism, utilitarianism, equality, and women’s 
rights. In public lectures she explained her position that the concept of 
“couverture” had consequences which were not utilitous: the conse¬ 
quences were that both men and women were degraded, kept in 
ignorance, and victimized by prejudice which pervasively charac¬ 
terized social institutions. 

In 1814 Jeremy Bentham’s student James Mill published an article 
on government in the Supplement for the Encyclopedia Britannica. 19 
The article was reprinted in 1825 and privately circulated, but not 
republished. In it. Mill dismissed outright the question of women’s 
rights, stretching the doctrine of “couverture” in marriage to assert 
patemalistically that women’s interests were adequately represented 
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through those of their husbands or fathers. In response to Mill’s 
article, Wheeler and Thompson jointly wrote The Appeal of One Half 
of the Human Race f Women, Against the Pretensions of the Other 
Half Men, to Restrain Them in Political and Thence in Civil and 
Domestic, Slavery (1825). Although only Thompson’s name appears 
as author, the introduction clearly establishes that the work represents 
the joint efforts of Wheeler as well as Thompson, and she is con¬ 
sidered by Pankhurst, Bell and Offen, and McFadden to be its joint 
author. The work is widely available in both a 1970 reprint edition 80 
and in a 1983 edition with an introduction by Richard Pankhurst. 81 It 
is the 1970 reprint to which I refer whenever page numbers of the 
Appeal are cited. Competent biographical accounts appear in McFad¬ 
den, 82 Pankhurst, 83 and Galgano. 84 

Thompson and Wheeler argue convincingly for a utilitarianism 
which is closer to Bentham’s original (and in their perception, non¬ 
misogynist) utilitarianism. The first part of the Appeal examines 
James Mill’s argument that women’s political interests are represented 
through those of their male relatives and argues that a social system is 
not utilitous if it considers only the happiness of one half of the 
population, rather than that of the greatest number. The details and 
argument of this twenty-page part are nicely summarized by McFad¬ 
den. 85 

Part II constitutes the central focus of their argument, and extends 
from page twenty-one to page 213. Here, Thompson and Wheeler 
entertain the hypothesis that their conclusion of the argument in Part I 
is not satisfactorily demonstrated. They begin with an examination of 
the “three great classes, or divisions, of women, whose interests or 
happiness are considered.” 86 They consider all women without 
husbands or fathers, then, adult daughters living with their fathers, and 
third, wives. The extent to which the “interests” and therefore 
“happiness” of women lacking both husbands and fathers can be 
considered to be wholly involved in the interests of their non-existing 
relatives is nil, they claim. Mill’s claim of “couverture” therefore 
cannot conceivably extend to these women, yet, the authors criticize, 
Mill excludes all women from political rights, even though it is clear 
that the interests of this group of women could not be “covered” by 
those of their fathers or husbands. To the contrary, the authors note, 
due to natural and social inequalities this class of women is in greater 
need of political equality than is any class of men. In their view, 
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natural inequalities, such as physical limitations resulting from 
pregnancy and childbirth, are probably no greater than those suffered 
by men due to illness, accident, and disease. Nevertheless, they give 
the opposing prevailing view the benefit of the doubt here. Physical 
“inconvenience” and “indisposition” (as they referred to it) should be 
compensated for by social and political accommodations regardless of 
the sex of the person who suffers the “indisposition.” 87 We may be 
able to distinguish Wheeler’s views from Thompson’s on the question 
of innate physical inferiority or limitations of women. In his 
“Introductory Letter to Mrs. Wheeler” at the beginning of the Appeal 
Thompson had suggested that women are physically weaker than men, 
particularly during “gestation” but denied that this is a basis for giving 
women unequal rights. 88 However, this distinction between the views 
of the two authors is far from certain, as there is no reason to assume 
that Wheeler did not approve the full manuscript including the 
prefatory letter. 

Thompson and Wheeler next turn their analysis of Mill’s argument 
to the case of adult daughters living within their fathers’ households. 
If any group within a household has interests which are closely 
identical to that of the father it is adult sons. 89 Why are they not 
excluded from political rights under the doctrine of “couverture”? In 
fact, the interests of adult women are so completely unidentified with 
those of their fathers that they leave home as soon as possible. Even 
the law recognizes that parents have no direct control over the actions 
of children w'ho have reached the age of majority. 90 The only sense in 
which the interests of families coincide with the interests of individual 
constituent members is the sense that families share prosperity. But 
this shared prosperity extends to the servants and also to family 
animals, the authors note. 91 Wheeler and Thompson insist that the 
interests of families are in all other respects to be distinguished from 
the individual interests of adult family members. 92 

Next Thompson and Wheeler examine the situation of married 
women, beginning with an examination of notorious marriage con¬ 
tracts, which, the authors claim, have no greater moral legitimacy than 
do slavery contracts. 93 To support their claim, they define a slave as 

...a person whose actions and earnings, instead of being, under his 

own control, liable only to equal laws, to public opinion, and to his 
own calculations, under these, of his own interest are under the 
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arbitrary control of any other human being, by whatever name 
called. This is the essence of slavery and what distinguishes it from 
freedom. A domestic, a civil, a political slave, in the plain unsophis¬ 
ticated sense of the word - in no metaphorical sense - is every 
married woman. 94 

For most women, the social dependence of women upon male 
privilege makes marrying the act which determines whether a woman 
starves or survives. Submission to “domestic despotism” is a choice 
made not in freedom, but of necessity. 95 It corrupts men while 
demeaning women, placing men in positions of power and authority, 
granting them privileges of extra-marital liaison never afforded to 
women, but for which men are never punished. Even if slavery of 
women promoted the happiness of men, it cannot be justified, as the 
enjoyment of pleasures by women are circumscribed by male fiat at 
home and by educational deficiencies even in the face of spousal 
acquiescence to women’s intellectual and social pursuits. 96 No matter 
how many privileges husbands grant to wives, the lack of personal 
autonomy and the need to obtain male permission for every exercise 
of personal autonomy indicates that their interests are conflicting. 97 
The authors ask: even if we assume that there is an identity of interests 
between husbands and wives, is there sufficient cause to limit the 
political or civil rights of one party and vest those rights exclusively in 
another party? Assuming the truth of the consequent, and asserting 
that women possess greater moral sensitivity to others than do men, 
Thompson and Wheeler recommend vesting those rights in women 
rather than in men! 98 But this is a “straw man” argument, and the 
authors conclude that if that which is conducive to human 
improvement is utilitous, there is insufficient cause for excluding 
either men or women as rights-holders. They conclude that equal civil, 
criminal, and political laws are most conducive to promoting equal 
enjoyment, or happiness, among all adult members of the society. 99 
The volume continues with calls for consciousness-raising among 
women as to their differential treatment, and recommends the es¬ 
tablishment of an Owenite socialist state (rather than a Fourierist 
community) where rights and opportunities as well as goods are 
equally distributed. 100 

The Appeal received widespread distribution and parts of it were 
translated into French within a few years, according to Bell and Offen. 
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In this century, it has been discussed by Richard Pankhurst 101 and 
Margaret McFadden. 102 Thompson and Wheeler argued convincingly 
for a utilitarianism which was closer to Bentham’s original 
utilitarianism. Unlike James Mill, they saw utilitarianism as consistent 
with female social and political equality. Their views were similar to 
those which would soon be published by other utilitarians, including 
John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor Mill. However, Thompson and 
Wheeler’s agenda extended beyond providing a philosophical founda¬ 
tion for a social structure. They were impressed by the political 
philosophies of Fourier, 103 Saint-Simon, and Owen. These political 
theorists had large followings, and their views had given rise to a 
significant body of literature in which the details of an egalitarian 
social infrastructure were fleshed out with great specificity. Through 
her work to bring representatives of these social and political theories 
together, Wheeler paved the way for a synthesis of utopian and 
utilitarian philosophies. Through her political activism, Wheeler 
challenged women to demand their rights and to break down barriers 
to the realization of a utilitarian utopia in which women played a full 
and equal part. 


HI. THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 
1. Catharine Ward Beecher: 1800-1878 

Catharine Ward Beecher was an older sister of the novelist Harriet 
Beecher Stowe and was the daughter of the Calvinist theologian and 
evangelist Lyman Beecher and his first wife, Roxana. Her mother died 
of tuberculosis when Catharine was fifteen years old. One year later, 
Lyman married Harriet Porter. Catharine’s education was a thorough 
one for the daughter of a New England Puritan. It emphasized 
religious studies, the great Roman and English poets, American 
literature, basic mathematics, and science, as well as the “female arts” 
associated with housework, child care, and becoming an intelligent 
helpmeet and companion to a future husband. Catharine attended a 
girls’ middle school. Her parents, her aunt Mary, and, later, her 
stepmother reinforced school work with long hours of reading, 
writing, and discussion. A biography and a bibliography of her 
writings, including some jointly written works on home economics co- 
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authored with her younger sister Harriet Beecher Stowe, can be found 
in Kathryn Sklar’s Catharine Beecher: A Study in American Domes¬ 
ticity . 104 

Catharine Beecher became a prolific writer on diverse philosophical 
and practical subjects. Through eight of her writings she develops a 
comprehensive moral, religious, social and political philosophy. 
Beecher’s philosophical writings merge religious and secular theories 
of ethics. She adapts the Scottish Common Sense Philosophy to 
Puritan virtues of self-denial and self-sacrifice. From this synthesis, 
she derives a duty of benevolent utility consistent with principles of 
justice. Catharine Beecher’s sex-complementarian views of women’s 
nature, reinforced by a Calvinist upbringing, led her to conclude that it 
is women’s moral duty to work for the abolition of slavery. Neverthe¬ 
less she was highly critical of the political methods of prominent 
female abolitionists including Angelina Grimke. 

Letters on the Difficulties of Religion, 105 An Address to the Protes¬ 
tant Clergy of the United States, 106 and “An Essay on Cause and 
Effect in Connection with the Difference of Fatalism and Free 
WiH”i°7 are three of Beecher’s writings on philosophy of religion. 
They evidence Beecher’s dissatisfaction with the evangelical 
Calvinism of Lyman Beecher, her father. Her dissatisfaction with 
Calvinism was caused largely by the spiritual and social limitations 
which New England Puritanism placed on women. 

Puritan theology, and in particular, Puritan epistemology, identifies 
“the common sense” as a faculty of the “sensitive soul.” 108 The 
attribute which characterizes this faculty is its ability to distinguish 
truth from fantasy. Those who have confidence in the ability of the 
common sense know that they can correctly distinguish the true from 
the imaginary. Thus, Puritans escape the psychological impact of 
skepticism: uncertainty. According to Puritan epistemology, uncer¬ 
tainty about the truth of our perceptions does not prevent a person 
from relying on reasoned analyses of sensory data. Although it was 
Catharine’s knowledge of Puritan theology which psychologically so 
distressed her as a woman, it was what led Catharine Beecher to 
become perhaps the earliest American proponent of Common Sense 
philosophy. 

Berkeley is often credited with being the first European advocate of 
Common Sense philosophy because he denied the usefulness of a 
skepticism which forced us to deny the truth of sensory perception. 
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The Scottish philosophers Hume 109 and later Reid had argued that 
truths which all ordinary people know to be true (the incorporeality of 
mind, that humans have free will) cannot be undermined by Cartesian 
skepticism. These truths are first truths and, as such, are not suscep¬ 
tible to proof. They can be defended, however, by demonstrating the 
absurdity of their contrary. Common Sense philosophy was a rigorous 
form of realism, and as Flower and Murphey note, “It was a bridge 
between the Enlightenment and the pragmatists...”. 110 Although the 
origins of its development may have been in Berkeley’s epistemology, 
in nineteenth-century New England Common Sense became also a 
powerful social theory. This social theory included a philosophy of 
religion, a moral theory, a social and political philosophy, a 
philosophy of education, and an economic theory. Independent 
conscience played a central role in each. According to Reid, 111 
conscience was the “moral faculty” through which each individual, 
endowed with free will, made moral judgments to act according to 
virtue. Common Sense philosophy asserted the connection between 
internal conscience and virtue and external, social morality. Con¬ 
science, not God, was the source of judgment on the morality of 
individual actions. 

Beecher’s Common Sense moral philosophy is decidedly grounded 
in a revision of Puritan ethics, as well as in the Common Sense moral 
psychology of Reid. Submission, self-denial, and self-sacrifice had 
long been considered characteristic virtues of women. They were also 
central virtues for Calvinist Puritanism. In The Elements of Mental 
and Moral Philosophy, Founded upon Experience, Reason, and the 
Bible 112 Catharine insisted that it was essential that these be moral 
virtues for everyone, particularly for social leaders. In this work 
Beecher adopts the rationalist view that the mind is the source of its 
own laws of reason and morality. In Elements Beecher supplements 
Common Sense rationalism with communitarian and utilitarian 
perspectives: minds exist in a social system in which each mind is 
dependent on other minds as sources of happiness. By promoting 
social virtue in others, one contributed to the development of the 
“greatest social happiness.” 

Cotton Mather and others had insisted that we be in the world but 
not be worldly. Beecher severely criticized Calvinist constraints on an 
individual’s moral freedom through its inculcation of guilt and fear. In 
a fourth philosophical work, Common Sense Applied to Religion, or 
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the Bible and the People, she claimed that concepts of original sin and 
religious conversion were Augustinian perversions. 113 In contrast, 
Beecher held that the real moral challenge is to live in the world and 
to be of it. The challenge is to overcome temptations through suffer¬ 
ing, self-sacrifice, and self-denial and to lead others through education 
and example to a life of social and spiritual virtue. 114 In An Appeal to 
the People on Behalf of their Rights ... Beecher claims that the choice 
of what is right and good is itself not a morally praiseworthy action. 
Only when the choice of what is right and good requires struggle, 
denial, and self-sacrifice is the act “a meritorious and praiseworthy 
act.” 115 

An Appeal to the People on Behalf of their Rights as Authorized 
Interpreters of the Bible synthesizes much of Catharine Beecher’s 
social and political philosophy with her moral and religious 
philosophy. In this work Beecher supports the Calvinist view that base 
desires must be controlled and denied. However, in her view, self- 
control and self-denial were to be supplemented by a principle of 
benevolent utility: the duty of the individual to sacrifice personal good 
to the greater good of the many. Beecher’s duty of benevolent utility is 
a positive duty of individuals and not merely a duty of societies or of 
governments. The duty is to act utilitiously: to do that which is for the 
greatest good for the many. On Beecher’s account. Calvinist religion 
and utilitarian philosophy should not be the greatest moral influences 
directing human action. Principles of religious benevolence and utility 
were subject to a principle she called “rectitude.” Rectitude meant that 
personal sacrifice and self-denial for the good of others must be 
motivated by a desire to right social wrongs and by a commitment to 
principles of social justice. Referring to slavery, she wrote. 

One must not only choose to promote the greatest possible happi¬ 
ness, but must choose the right way of doing it. 116 

There is a positive duty to effect change that will lead to “the greatest 
happiness.” However, the morality of the action cannot be judged on 
utilitarian grounds alone. Utility was constrained by the demands of 
justice and right. Utilitarian social practices must accord with prin¬ 
ciples of justice. 

Through the development of her principle of rectitude, Beecher also 
enlarges her concept of a morally praiseworthy act. The action must 
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not only have good (just and utilitous) consequences and be self- 
sacrificial, it must also be motivated by intentions and desires to 
achieve justice. Additional central elements of Beecher’s concept of a 
morally praiseworthy act can be found in An Essay on Slavery and 
Abolitionism with Reference to the Duty of American Females. 111 
Here Beecher develops two elements of her views on moral praisewor¬ 
thiness. The first element is that an action which is morally praisewor¬ 
thy must be one that evidences moral leadership which promotes 
moral development (increased virtue) in others. The second element is 
that an action which is morally praiseworthy must be one that treats 
wrongdoers with care and concern and with appreciation for those 
virtues which the wrongdoer does exemplify. In addition to develop¬ 
ing these elements of morally praiseworthy actions, Beecher’s 
Essay ... also develops the idea of side constraints on utility. 

Methods of securing justice, vehicles for disseminating truth, as 
well as policies for righting wrongs are themselves subject to moral 
side constraints. The Essay ... is an open letter to Angelina Grimke in 
which Beecher criticizes the work of Grimke and others to popularize 
the actions of abolitionist societies. Beecher argues that social change 
must be effected through persuasion. However, persuasion must 
evidence kindness and respect for those whose views are attempted to 
be influenced. Using the abolitionist’s efforts as an example, Beecher 
notes that the nature of prejudice is far more subtle than some refor¬ 
mers, including Grimk6, acknowledged it to be. Beecher sets out the 
moral constraints on persuasion: attempts to change prejudice require 
treatment of the prejudiced person with concern and respect, and with 
a full acknowledgement of those virtues which the prejudiced person 
exemplifies. 118 The Essay... acknowledges that freedom for all is 
utilitous and will create the greatest happiness for all. Therefore not 
only is abolition utilitous but virtuous. She reminds abolitionists that 
morally virtuous ends do not justify means which themselves create 
moral evils. 

Beecher gives two examples of what she considers to be evils 
created through the pursuit of the good. First, she addresses the 
establishment of a college for middle-class black men in a poor white 
town. Such actions do nothing to diminish prejudices, she says. 
Rather, they exacerbate another moral evil: class difference. By 
highlighting painful class differences not only is there a risk of 
backlash by the white community against the middle-class black male 
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students and against the abolitionist movement, but there is also a risk 
that the moral arguments of the abolitionists will be perceived to be 
pretext for imposing northern cultural values on the South. 

Beecher illustrates her point that morally virtuous ends do not 
justify means which themselves create moral evils with a second 
example: the appeal made by abolitionists that slaveholders living in 
states where emancipation is illegal nevertheless emancipate their 
slaves. Such an action, Beecher claims, places freedmen in jeopardy of 
“worse bondage.” The “worse bondage” is not specified, but she 
presumably refers to the well-known risk that upon discovery, former 
slaves would be lynched as runaways, or would be reenslaved. Rather, 
she urges abolitionists to advise emancipatory-minded slaveowners to 
treat slaves as well as they do their family members, while working 
within the system; to change states’ laws. 

Calvinism held that the purpose of ethics is not merely to inculcate 
virtuous behavior in individuals, but to effect a basis for social 
cohesion and stability. Consistent with her Calvinist beliefs, Beecher 
insists that abolitionists respect Southern values, habits, and culture. 
She claims that respecting Southern culture while criticizing slavery 
and working to make emancipation socially and economically feasible 
for the South is morally virtuous. 119 Imposing Northern culture, 
norms, and mores is not. Such imposition is not only arrogant, but it 
has morally wrong consequences. It is divisive and generates regional 
hatreds and mistrust. Some slaveholders may be virtuous people who 
are blinded by custom and cultural norms. Yet they may act kindly 
towards their own slaves. These same slaveholders may fail to grasp 
the force of the moral argument against slavery. An abolitionist attack 
on the personal integrity and virtue of such a slaveholder is unlikely to 
change the slaveholder’s convictions. Such criticism is likely to be 
perceived by Southerners as an evil onslaught upon the slaveowner’s 
character. 

The popular movement towards abolition, like the movement 
towards temperance, consisted largely of women. Towards the end of 
the Essay ... Beecher challenges women to set the moral example for 
the men and for the nation by tolerating different opinions, by reject¬ 
ing violent demonstrations as an instrument of change, and by 
working to defuse the anger surrounding abolitionism. She sets the 
challenge in the context of morality and cites the dissolution of the 
union as a risk should women fail to meet the challenge. 
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Catharine Beecher’s moral, social, and political philosophy centers 
on her views of women’s nature. In addition to the Essay... two other 
philosophical works regarding women capture her views: The Duty of 
American Women to their Country 120 and The Evils Suffered by 
American Women and American Children: The Causes and the 
Remedy . 121 In these two writings, Beecher sets out arguments support¬ 
ing women’s special duty to educate and to provide moral example 
through acts of benevolent utility involving personal sacrifice and self- 
denial. According to Beecher, women’s nature is expressed through 
leadership in child rearing, in education, and in social reform. The 
home is an environment created by the woman. The family is a 
microcosm of the state. This much of her views on women’s nature is 
clearly derived from her Calvinist beliefs. But Catharine Beecher also 
believed that women’s moral duties did not end with their role as 
wives and mothers. Those duties extended beyond the home to the 
social state of which women were preparing their children to become 
virtuous, responsible members. The logical conclusion, drawn from 
Common Sense as much as from Calvinism, is that women must make 
the world a virtuous place by populating it with virtuous children and 
also by instilling virtue in others through teaching, persuasion, and 
example. To assist women in meeting their responsibilities, Catharine 
wrote many practical pamphlets and books directed at women of 
different classes from philanthropists 122 to educators 123 and ser¬ 
vants. 124 Through these pamphlets we see that her position was that 
women, who are naturally more virtuous than men, must achieve 
hegemony outside the domestic sphere through activism to transform 
the social practices which men had instituted and which were inconsis¬ 
tent with virtue and morality. Although Catharine Beecher was a 
feminist and a believer in women’s moral leadership and moral 
superiority to men, she adamantly opposed women’s suffrage. 125 It 
was the duty of men to run the state; however, morally weak men 
must be led by women to understand and to fulfill their duty. In this 
regard, she frequently complained that the churches were not doing 
their part to provide the appropriate moral leadership. 

Catharine Ward Beecher contributed to the development of an 
American moral, social, and political philosophy which originated in a 
revised and secularized Calvinism. In her later thought, Calvinism, 
with its emphasis on self-denial and self-sacrifice, became not merely 
or even primarily a theology, but the foundation for social ethics. 
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Beecher used the epistemology and methodology of Common Sense 
philosophy and incorporated its emphasis on the conscience as a moral 
faculty into her moral theory. In her view, utility was a philosophically 
sound measure of the morality of individual action, but utility was to 
be constrained by considerations of justice and right. Moreover, 
actions which were utilitous, just, and right were not morally 
praiseworthy in themselves. Actions became morally praiseworthy if 
they were motivated by the right intention (an unselfish desire to do 
good) and were performed in a manner which demonstrated care, 
concern, and appreciation for those who were affected by the act. 
Catharine Ward Beecher incorporated the prevailing complementarian 
views on women’s nature into her moral, social, and political 
philosophy to derive a duty of women to bring about social justice 
through philosophical argumentation, moral example, selfless ac¬ 
tivism, and leadership. 

Despite the comprehensiveness of her philosophical views, 
Catharine Ward Beecher is not remembered as a philosopher, nor as a 
theologian, nor as a social reformer. Rather, she is best known as the 
founder of a field of study which grew from her views of the central 
social importance of women as homemakers and educators: the 
discipline of home economics. Just as Common Sense philosophy was 
a bridge between enlightenment philosophy and pragmatism, so 
Catharine Beecher’s work on the subject of home economics must be 
understood as an essential, pragmatic consequence of her philosophi¬ 
cal views. With her sister Harriet Beecher Stowe, the author of Uncle 
Tom's Cabin , Catharine Beecher wrote the classic Principles of 
Domestic Science. 126 This and similar works sketch a “system of 
domestic management” to enable women to create the type of home 
environment which Catharine believed was essential to the 
development of virtue. Although many of Beecher’s writings, includ¬ 
ing those on home economics, are not philosophical, they are firmly 
grounded in her Common Sense and Calvinist Puritan religious, 
social, moral, political, and educational philosophy. Her eight 
philosophical writings merit consideration and analysis as examples of 
mid-nineteenth-century American rationalist philosophy. 

2. Harriet Martineau: 1802-1876 

Harriet Martineau was bom in Norwich, England, the sixth child of 
merchant-class Huguenot parents. She apparently was moderately ill 
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throughout her childhood, had no sense of taste or smell, and had 
become deaf by the time she was in her mid-teens. The family became 
Unitarians, as did the local schoolmaster. Unitarianism was strongly 
frowned upon in the ecclesiastical city of Norwich. 127 When the 
school her brothers attended lost many pupils due to the school¬ 
master’s conversion to Unitarianism, the schoolmaster agreed to 
accept girls. Harriet’s mother immediately placed her and her sister 
Rachel in the school. There, Harriet learned Latin, French, and studied 
English composition through a method that closely resembled the 
classical logic of rhetoric. 

Although she was seriously ill for extended periods of her adult 
life, Harriet Martineau was a prolific author. Joseph Rivlin’s biblio¬ 
graphy 128 lists over 600 editions of her more than forty books, 
including many French, Dutch, German, Swedish, and Spanish 
translations. Her early publications earned her little, but in 1830 she 
won first, second, and third prizes for three essays in a Unitarian 
Association triple contest. One contest required writing an essay 
making Unitarianism appealing to Roman Catholics; a second essay 
contest was to make a Unitarian appeal for Jewish converts; and the 
third contest was for an essay directed at converting Moslems. 129 
Martineau’s published works include philosophy, natural history 
travelogues, devotional literature, poetry, novels and treatises on 
education, economics, home economics, theology, and other subjects. 
In part this diversity reflects her philosophic interests: Martineau 
seems always to have been seeking a unified philosophic account of 
science and of human nature. This quest was initially reflected by her 
Unitarian religious views, then by her analysis of religious knowledge 
and its implications for principles of moral philosophy, then by her 
later embracing of the philosophy of Auguste Comte. 130 

Martineau first became known as a philosophic writer when her 
essays on philosophy of religion and historical interpretation of 
religious epistemology began to appear in 1821. These essays were 
originally published in the journal Monthly Repository , and later in 
Volume 1 of her Miscellanies . 131 In this collection, Martineau writes 
about the development of religious sentiments and knowledge during a 
person’s lifetime. This series of essays describe the logical and 
epistemological maturation of a person in their religious experience. 
In her preface she describes the sequence of that maturation which is 
more fully developed in the essays. 
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From occasionally remembering God, the worshipper proceeds to 
search for him, particularly by self-inquisition. Now he takes upon 
him his burden of self-consciousness, and is carefully, and often 
painfully, employed in settling points of belief and of conduct, 
fixing methods of observance, watching for manifestations (that is, 
virtues and vices) in others, and treating these manifestations... as 
ultimate facts. 

This state is far superior to the former; for, though the love of 
manifestations is far below that of principles, it is far above that of 
forms. 132 


Throughout the Miscellanies, Martineau relates the type and degree of 
religious knowledge achieved by a person to moral philosophy as a 
source of knowledge of ideal human behavior. In her view, improve¬ 
ments in moral sensitivity to the needs of others, in abilities to be 
conscious of self, to be reflective, and to reason analytically, accom¬ 
pany greater knowledge of one’s relationship to God and greater 
understanding of moral philosophy. 

The highest condition of the religious sentiment is when it has 
attained repose; when the worshipper...sees nothing which is not 
full of God. In the serenity of this assured faith it is that men 
endure, at the call of duty, as a matter of course, the most protracted 
and the fiercest woes of life and of death. In this consciousness, - 
no longer of self, - but of God, it is that philosophers and 
philanthropists go forth through Nature and Society, to sound the 
processes of the one, and test the institutions of the other. 133 


The idea that religious epistemology implies moral philosophy is 
applied in Martineau’s analysis of religious intolerance, the rights of 
factory workers in labor disputes, the slave trade, and involuntary 
commitment of the mentally ill, among other issues. In essays on these 
subjects Martineau traces the implications of her views of how we can 
know what rights are God-given human rights for the great social and 
political questions of her day. 

Martineau’s approach to the idea of progress in human knowledge 
and development closely follows that of Auguste Comte. Like Comte, 
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she viewed that progress of individual persons as well as civilizations 
proceeds in three irreversible steps. The search for knowledge begins 
with theology, becomes metaphysics, and finally, positivism. Within 
each stage there is also a progression from the diffuse to the concrete 
to the absolute. Following Comte (and to be followed afterwards by 
Hegel), Martineau held that the development of the intellects of 
persons as well as the genius of a civilization is mirrored in analogous 
development of reason and the capacity for moral action (in persons), 
and in the development of sciences and of just, compassionate, 
institutional structures (in civilizations). In the theological stage, 
science and religion are indistinct; in the metaphysical stage they are 
separate, and natural science in its search for absolute knowledge 
dominates the structure of civilization. In the final, positivist stage, 
which historically accompanies the industrial revolution, the search 
for absolute metaphysical truths is abandoned for the study of lawlike 
relationships among individuals, among the sciences, and among 
cultures. Thus is bom the science of sociology, an international 
industrial political economy, and, in contemporary parlance, the 
religion of secular humanism. Martineau soon expanded her analysis 
of religious epistemology and moral philosophy to focus on social 
philosophy. Her Illustrations of Political Economy appeared in serial 
publication of twenty-five parts beginning in 1832. 134 The collected 
essays were published in nine volumes in 1834. 135 At this point in her 
life, Martineau was part of the circle of philosophers and other 
intellectuals which included Unitarians and Utilitarians. The group 
assembled by her publisher Fox included other writers, among them 
Harriet Taylor, John Carlyle, and John Stuart Mill. 136 According to 
Hayek, Martineau was one of many in the group who talked about the 
indiscreet romance between Mill and Taylor. Apparently it is Mar¬ 
tineau’s participation in that gossip that caused Mill to want nothing to 
do with her or with her work when he refused to review her edition of 
Comte. 137 Martineau’s translation and condensation of Auguste 
Comte’s Course de Philosophie Positive appeared in 1853. The 
original eight volumes of Comte’s published lectures were condensed 
to two volumes and translated. Many of Martineau’s contemporaries, 
including Comte himself, praised Martineau’s ability to translate from 
French to English the complex and often redundant contents of 
Comte’s lectures without sacrificing either the original style or 
philosophic substance. It is the retranslation into French of 
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Martineau’s English condensation of Comte that has become the 
standard French edition. The publisher’s announcement of the second 
edition of the English translation reads in part: 

It is not for us to speak of the execution of this work: but we may 
fitly mention, that it was highly approved by the author himself, 
that, in his annual issue of his catalogue of works sanctioned by 
him, he substituted Miss Martineau’s version for the original. In 
consequence of this her version has been, since his death, 
retranslated into French for the sake of its diffusion among the 
author’s own countrymen. 138 

3. Harriet Hardy Taylor Mill: 1807-1858 

Harriet Hardy was bom in London, in 1807, a middle child among 
seven children of Harriet Hurst and Thomas Hardy. Little is known of 
her parents, other than that her father was a successful surgeon and 
male midwife of the lower aristocracy who provided good educations 
for all of his children. According to Frederick Hayek, the eighteen- 
year-old Harriet Hardy married a twenty-nine-year-old wholesale 
druggist, John Taylor, and had two children by him prior to meeting 
John Stuart Mill in 1830. 139 Her first philosophical writings can be 
dated to this year. According to Hayek, 

...the variety of drafts and scraps on the position of women, on 
education and various social usages and conventions, which date 
from about the same period, [1830-1833] suggest that these 
problems must have been occupying her for some time. The most 
interesting of these essays which in parts curiously anticipates some 
of the arguments of On Liberty , is reprinted as Appendix II to the 
present volume. 140 

Harriet Taylor was part of a circle of Unitarian radicals and Ben¬ 
thamite philosophers, social theorists, and literary writers, which 
included Jane and Thomas Carlyle, William Johnson Fox, Harriet 
Martineau, 141 Eliza Flower, Sarah Flower, Southwood Smith, John 
Bowring, John Roebuck, John Stuart Mill, and others. The social and 
political views of various members of this group, including those of 
Harriet Taylor, were published in the Unitarian journal, the Monthly 
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Repository, and in the Utilitarian journal. The Westminster Review. 
According to Hayek, Taylor’s contributions to the former journal 
began at about the time she met Mill (through Fox) in 1830. 

Hayek notes 142 that an early draft of an untitled essay (paired with 
one by Mill: they had promised to write essays for each other) on the 
subject of marriage and divorce was on paper watermarked 1831. A 
later version was on paper watermarked 1832. The original was 
therefore probably written during the watermark year, or the following 
year at the latest. The essay on marriage and divorce is reproduced in 
Alice Rossi’s edited work Essays on Sex Equality: John Stuart Mill 
and Harriet Taylor Mill. In her essay on marriage and divorce Taylor 
notes that women are educated only in order to “gain their living by 
marrying.” According to Rossi, 143 Taylor’s view was that once 
women had equal rights and access to education and employment, and 
enjoyed the same civil and political rights as did men, a woman’s 
decision to have children would imply a right and responsibility to 
provide for them. 

Women would have no more reason to barter person for bread, or 
for anything else, than have men. Public offices being open to them 
alike, all occupations would be divided between the sexes in their 
natural arrangements. Fathers would provide for their daughters in 
the same manner as for their sons. 

All the difficulties about divorce seem to be in the consideration for 
the children - but on this plan it would be the women’s interest not 
to have children - now it is thought to be the women’s interest to 
have children as so many ties to the man who feeds her. 144 
The wisest and perhaps the quickest means to do away with its 
[marriage’s] evils is to be found in promoting education - as it is 
the means of all good - but meanwhile it is hard that those who 
suffer most from its evils and who are always the best people, 
should be left without remedy. Would not the best plan be divorce 
which could be attained by any without any reason assigned, and at 
small expence, but which could only be finally pronounced after a 
long period? not less time than two years should elapse between 
suing for divorce and permission to contract again - but what the 
decision will be must be certain at the moment of asking for it - 
unless during that time the suit should be withdrawn. 145 
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Those who are amused by evidence that Harriet Taylor Mill 
coauthored philosophical texts with Mill, should note that she is no 
mere student of his. An important difference is that Harriet Taylor’s 
views on women’s rights to employment were strongly opposed to 
those maintained by Mill. This is alarming in a married couple, and 
neither appears to have been able to convince the other respecting this 
subject. In his companion essay to Taylor’s on marriage and divorce, 
and nearly four decades later, in his Subjection of Women 146 Mill 
maintained that by marrying a woman gave up all right to independent 
employment. In Mill’s view, once a woman married, her career 
consisted exclusively of that of wife, mother, and counterpart to her 
husband. This issue appears to have been one which the couple could 
not adequately resolve for themselves. They did have nearly identical 
interests in writing philosophy and immensely enjoyed doing so 
together. On the one hand, consistent with his view that a wife was the 
husband’s “intelligent” helpmeet. Mill acknowledged Taylor’s joint 
authorship everywhere except on the title pages. This was in deference 
to the written request of John Taylor, Harriet’s husband, who was at 
that time dying of cancer. Given John Taylor’s request, his poor 
health, and the disapproving gossip, naming Harriet Taylor as 
coauthor would have appeared cruel and insensitive, and would 
undoubtedly have affected sales. 147 

According to Hayeck 148 the manuscripts of Taylor’s essay on 
toleration of nonconformity appears on paper bearing an 1832 water¬ 
mark. Following the system by which Hayek has dated other 
manuscripts in the Mill-Taylor collection, the essay was written in 
1832, or 1833 at the latest. That dates the essay on toleration to within 
a year of the essay on marriage. If Taylor’s 1832/3 essay anticipates 
On Liberty (which Mill specifically notes her to be coauthor and 
reviser of), it is in its focus on the social and political pressures against 
dissenting opinions. 149 For example, she says: 

What is called the opinion of Society is a phantom power, yet as is 
often the case with phantoms, of more force over the minds of the 
unthinking than all the flesh and blood arguments which can be 
brought to bear against it. It is a combination of the many weak, 
against the few strong; an association of the mentally listless to 
punish any manifestation of mental independance. The remedy is, 
to make all strong enough to stand alone; and whoever has once 
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known the pleasure of self-dependance, will be in no danger of 
relapsing into subserviency. 150 

On Taylor’s account, the effect of suppression of dissent is that an 
inversion of values occurs: the virtuous tolerance of dissent is called 
vice, and vicious intolerance is called virtue. The result is a muddled 
uniformity of opinion and values codified as complex rules of 
decorum covering every aspect of human social interaction. In such a 
society, etiquette masquerades as ethics: 

Who are the people who talk most about doing their duty? always 
those who for their life could give no intelligible theory of duty? 
What are called people of principle, are often the most unprincipled 
people, if by principle is intended...accordance of the individual’s 
conduct with the individual’s self-formed opinion. Grant this to be 
the definition of principle, then eccentricity should be prima facie 
evidence for the existence of principle. So far from this being the 
case, ‘it is odd’ therefore it is wrong is the feeling of society.... 

She continues in sarcastic reference to those who view themselves to 
be ‘principled’: 

They have been taught to think...so and so [is] right - others think 
so and so right - therefore it must be right. This is the logic of the 
world’s good sort of people; and if, as is often the case their right 
should prove indisputably wrong, they can but plead those good 
intentions which make a most slippery and uneven pavement. 

To all such we would say, think for yourself, and act for yourself, 
but whether you have strength to do either the one or the other, 
attempt not to impede, much less to resent the genuine expression 
of the others. 151 

In addition to the untitled essays on marriage and divorce and on 
toleration of nonconformity, Taylor wrote at least six poems. 152 She 
substantially revised the first draft of Mill’s Principles of Political 
Economy. The Principles were published under Mill’s name alone, but 
Harriet had created many of the illustrative cases and an additional 
chapter on the future of the working class. During the winter of 
1850-1851 Taylor wrote the essay Enfranchisement of Women. This 
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work was apparently edited by Mill. 153 In addition, it is likely that she 
coauthored On Liberty, which was also published under Mill’s name 
alone. The full extent of Taylor’s contributions to On Liberty is 
unclear, although Michael Packe 154 holds the view that it was an 
elaboration on Taylor’s views initially expressed in her essays on 
marriage and divorce and on toleration of nonconformity. According 
to Mill, 

...there was not a sentence of [On Liberty ] that was not several 
times gone through by us together, turned over in many ways, and 
carefully weeded of any faults, either in thought or expression, that 
we detected in it. 155 

Discussions of Harriet Taylor Mill’s importance as a philosopher have 
focussed on the extent to which John Stuart Mill accurately represents 
her contributions to works which were published under his name 
alone. There are those who claim that Mill is an unreliable witness 
regarding Taylor, and those who find Mill a reliable, if somewhat 
smitten authority on her. In the former camp are those who portray 
Mill as an emotionally deprived child, raised to be a prodigious 
exemplar of Jeremy Bentham’s and James Mill’s educational 
philosophy. 156 They depict Mill as an adult who serially idolized his 
father, then Taylor. 157 These scholars sometimes describe Taylor as a 
shrill, domineering, 158 disloyal wife, who was callously insensitive to 
the effects on her long-suffering first husband of her public relation¬ 
ship with Mill. 159 On this account, Taylor was at most Mill’s muse 
and copy-editor, someone whose intellect is rightfully compared to his 
and found lacking. 160 These unkind psychological portraits make good 
press. They depict Mill as a great thinker who single-handedly 
developed an important argument for personal and political autonomy, 
while remaining totally unautonomous as a spouse. In support of this 
portrait is cited a winter of depression which Mill suffered from in 
1826, a quarter-century prior to his collaboration with Taylor! 

In the latter camp are those who acknowledge that Taylor and Mill 
were mutual admirers whose intellectual compatibility quickly 
produced a strong emotional interdependence. 161 These scholars 
portray Taylor as a decent woman who was unfairly constrained in a 
loveless marriage to an equally decent man. 162 On this view, we ought 
to accept as truthful Mill’s repeated claims of Taylor’s philosophic as 
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well as editorial contributions to works publicly attributed to him. 163 
These claims appear not only in Mill’s correspondence, and in his 
dedications to Principles of Political Economy and On Liberty , but in 
his manuscript list indicating “joint productions” of his publi¬ 
cations. 164 Taylor’s essays on marriage, toleration, and emancipation 
clearly demonstrate that she was a competent author of philosophy. 
Mill’s testimony is knowledgeable, consistent, and reliable. I am not 
prepared to ignore it, particularly in light of the evidence of Taylor’s 
own essays. 

In my view, the position represented by the second camp has 
greater weight, in part because it is simpler and does not require us to 
concoct unkind psychological theories about both Mill and Taylor. 
The conclusion which I am drawn to is that Harriet Taylor was a 
competent libertarian feminist philosopher. Taylor appears to be a 
writer who publicly held feminist views on divorce and marriage 
which were more libertarian than those of Mill. In my view, Taylor 
was much more than Mill’s muse and copy-editor. They were spouses 
and coauthors who held irreconcilable views on married women’s 
rights to employment. In this and other respects, Taylor independently 
represented an important aspect of libertarian and feminist philosophy. 

4. Jenny Poinsard d’ Hericourt: 1809-1875 

Little is known about the life of Jenny d’Hericourt. 165 According to 
Jeanne Deroin 166 Poinsard was d’Hericourt’s family name. Offen 
reports that Poinsard was bom in Besangon on September 10, 1809. 
Her clockmaker father was a Lutheran from nearby Hericourt. Her 
mother, Marguerite-Baptiste-Alexandrine Brenet, was a Calvinist of 
Swiss descent. She received an early education, apparently at home, 
but following the death of her father, she, her mother, and her sister 
moved to Paris, where at age eighteen she received her diploma of 
“Instructrice.” 167 In her early twenties, Poinsard (who preferred to be 
known as “Jenny d’Hericourt”), married Michel-Gabriel-Joseph 
Marie. According to d’Hericourt’s autobiography 168 he attempted to 
murder her early in their marriage so as to be free to marry another. 
This experience no doubt influenced d’Hericourt’s view that divorce 
should be legalized in France. Following her separation, she published 
(under the pseudonym Felix Lamb) a novel against capital punish¬ 
ment. Her autobiography also alludes to another novel against adul- 
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tery. She studied physiology and homeopathic medicine privately with 
the visiting president of the Medical Homeopathic Institute of Buenos 
Aires and received a diploma as a physician. In 1857, the Revue 
philosophique et religieuse published her criticism of some of the 
philosophical and scientific foundations of homeopathic obstetrics. 169 
Specifically, she objected to a then-popular system for immunizing 
newborns using injections of blood drawn from infected persons. In 
her view, many more infant deaths were caused by this method of 
immunization than would have occurred in its absence. She preferred 
inoculating mothers post-partum and then inoculating the child with 
die mother’s blood several months later. Her autobiographical article 
claims that she received a diploma “maitresse sage femme.” However, 
Offen 170 reports no success in confirming d’Hericourt’s award of a 
diploma by La Matemite, nor by l’Ecole des Sages-femmes (Port 
Royal Hospital), nor by the Paris Faculty of Medicine. And although 
the evidence documenting d’Hericourt’s qualifications as a trained 
obstetrical nurse is lacking, her technical knowledge of obstetrics, 
pediatrics, and immunology is clear from her review of Croserio’s 
text. 

Offen reports that from 1855 d’Hericourt began publishing a series 
of feminist articles in the liberal Italian philosophy journal La 
Ragione, published in Turin. La Ragione was, Offen reports, edited by 
the rationalist philosopher Cristoforo Bonavino under the pseudonym 
‘Ausonio Franchi’. D’Hericourt’s articles in La Ragione began in 
October 1855 and continued into 1857, according to Offen, and were 
discussed in the feminist revue La Donna (Genoa, 1855-56.) I have 
been unable to obtain copies of these articles. Both Offen 171 and 
Moses 172 indicate that d’Hericourt also published a series of articles 
against Proudhon in the Revue philosophique et religieuse during the 
period December 1856 through February 1857.1 have not been able to 
obtain that correspondence. According to Moses 173 d’Hericourt 
rejected outright the “exceptional woman” explanation resorted to by 
Proudhon and others to account for women who obviously did not fit 
misogynist conceptions of woman. In addition, d’Hericourt denied 
that feminists wanted special legislation to protect women from men. 
Rather, she asserted, feminists want all legislation to be common to 
both sexes. 

In 1860, at age fifty, d’Hericourt published La femme affranchie: 
response a MM. Michelet, Proudhon, E. de Giradin, A. Comte et aux 
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autres novateurs modernesJ 74 An 1864 abridged English translation 
(by an unnamed translator) appeared as A Woman’s Philosophy of 
Woman. 115 The work can properly be considered both philosophy of 
medicine, moral epistemology, and social/political philosophy. For 
example, in criticizing Michelet’s argument that menstruation is proof 
that women are weak, diseased organisms, d’Hericourt (perhaps 
drawing on her obstetrical training?) counters: 

It is a principle in biology that no physiological condition is a 
morbid condition ; consequently the monthly crisis peculiar to 
woman is not a disease, but a normal phenomenon.... It would be 
absurd to call a man perpetually wounded who should take a fancy 
to scratch the end of his finger every month. 176 

It is not only Michelet’s philosophy of medicine which is erroneous, 
d’Hericourt claims, but also his methodology and philosophy of 
science: 

Michelet, therefore, has not only erred in erecting a physiological 
law into a morbid condition, but he has also sinned against rational 
method by making general rules of a few exceptions, and by 
proceeding from this generalization, contradicted by the great 
majority of facts, to construct a system of [social] subjection. 177 

The sources of moral knowledge, of knowledge of the nature of right 
and justice are not the masculist interpretations of the Book of 
Genesis. In interpreting Genesis, d’Hericourt says, Michelet and 
others like him wrongfully reason from the story of Eve’s creation out 
of Adam’s rib to the conclusion that God created woman inferior to 
man and intended woman to be subordinate to man. According to 
d’Hericourt, Michelet’s arguments that women are physically, 
morally, and intellectually inferior to men are mistaken on several 
grounds. From the premise that male characteristics are the only 
characteristics relevant to assigning human rights, Michelet and others 
conclude that only males have human rights. Even if this argument 
were true, d’Hericourt contends, in order to restrict human rights to 
males it would have to be the case that men and only men had mas¬ 
culine characteristics. D’Hericourt asserts that women exemplify such 
characteristics as much as do males. According to d’Hericourt, what is 
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most disturbing about misogynist arguments is not that they assume 
the truth of empirically false statements, nor that they misrepresent 
revealed truths, but that misogynist moral philosophy is grounded on 
epistemological, rather than logical, criteria. What Genesis teaches us, 
according to d’Hericourt, is that both man and woman are equally 
created creatures of God. It reveals to us the logical criteria for moral 
status: membership in the class of human beings. But Michelet and 
other misogynists read Genesis without realizing that woman is not 
created in man’s image and likeness, but God’s. Men and women are 
equally God’s human creations, and it is this logical criterion, human 
nature, rather than purely empirical criteria like degrees of virility and 
amounts of physical strength, that is the proper criterion of moral 
status. 178 D’H6ricourt concludes: 

Though that were true which I deny; that woman is inferior to you; 
though that were true which facts prove false; that she can perform 
none of the functions which you perform, that she is fit only for 
maternity and the household, she would be none the less your equal 
in right, because right is based neither on superiority of faculties 
nor on that of the functions which proceed from them, but on 
identity of species. 179 

A human being, like you, [of] intellect, will, free will and various 
aptitudes, woman has the right, like you, to be free and 
autonomous, to develop her faculties freely, to exercise her activity 
freely; to mark out her path, to reduce her to subjection, as you do, 
is therefore a violation of Human Right in the person of woman - 
an odious abuse of force. 180 

According to Offen 181 Jenny d’Hericourt moved to Chicago shortly 
after the publication of La Femme Ajfranchie. There she worked with 
the leaders of the women’s rights movement, including Kate Newell 
Doggett, Mary Livermore, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Susan B. 
Anthony. Her influence extended beyond America and France to 
Russia, Italy, and elsewhere. 182 During the decade which d’Hericourt 
spent in Chicago, she was a contributor to The Agitator. The great 
Chicago fire of October 1871 destroyed much archival evidence of the 
details of her years there. Her death in January 1875 is recorded in the 
acte de deces, January 12, 1875, in the Archives de la Seine, and her 
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obituary was published in L’avenir des femmes (The Future of 
Women) on February 7, 1875. 

5. George Eliot (Marian Evans): 1819-1880 

An English woman who had little formal education, Eliot translated 
Feuerbach’s Das Wesen des Christentums (The Essence of 
Christianity) in 1854. 183 Although her background in philosophy was 
scant, she was closely affillitated with the philosophers Herbert 
Spencer and George Henry Lewes. Eliot is known for her literary 
writings, for which there exists a large and accessible secondary 
literature. She is sometimes considered to be a philosopher whose 
genre was fiction. Her views on moral, religious, and metaphysical 
problems emerge through her literary works. Those views are sum¬ 
marized in one of the rare Encyclopedia of Philosophy articles about 
women philosophers (s.v. Eliot, George) as well as in George Eliot: 
Romantic Humanist . 184 Her philosophical orientation is variously 
identified with Feuerbach, Spinoza, Comte, and J.S. Mill. She held 
views on moral responsibility, free will, determinism, religious 
knowledge and faith, the nature of duty, the structure of society, and 
other philosophical issues. A thorough philosophical analysis of her 
corpus and of her method of developing her views in a literary form 
would be most welcome. 

6. Clemence Royer: 1830-1902 

Bom in Nantes, Clemence Royer was known thoughout the continent 
for her translation of Darwin’s Origin of the Species Through Natural 
Selection , 185 To call her work a translation, however, obscures the fact 
that she heavily annotated and made extensive philosophic comment 
on the theory of natural selection and its implications for moral theory. 
In 1881 her major philosophic work, The Good and the Moral Law; 
Ethics and Teleology , 186 appeared. In this work, Royer develops both 
an atomistic metaphysics and a utopian, utilitarian ethics. According 
to the 1882 review of her Le Bien et la Loi Morale; Ethique et 
Teleologie, Royer’s work surpasses Herbert Spencer’s The Data of 
Ethics precisely because Royer presents a full-blown metaphysical 
theory which serves as the foundation for what can best be described 
as moral anthropology. 187 
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According to Royer, just as the human species strives for survival 
and develops strength through the development of the intellect, so 
humans, viewed as moral agents, seek happiness, not only for them¬ 
selves as individuals but for the larger social groupings of which they 
are a part. Basing her account of the development of morality on the 
ontological doctrine she calls substantialism, Royer claims that spirit 
and matter are both derived from the same noumenal “stuff’ which is 
the foundational substance of the universe. Royer develops her 
account of substantialism in great detail. According to Royer this 
entity is conscious of itself and develops a vague idea of that space 
which it does not occupy. The first conditions of self-knowledge, that 
is, a priori knowledge, are part of the self-consciousness of the 
entity’s own existence known through its sensation of physical contact 
with other entities as they limit the space of its existence. Those 
sensations of contact with other entities are perceived to be either 
enjoyable or painful. Royer represents algebraically the good and bad 
for an indefinite number of representative individuals and groups over 
time, in an infinite universe. She arrives at an algebraic representation 
of the absolute good for an infinite succession over time of an in¬ 
definite number of individuals, each of whom lives for a finite period 
in contact with a finite number of others. She asks how can we 
actually increase the amount of happiness in the universe? 

To answer this question, Royer begins with a standard utilitarian 
account of the good. The good for each entity is represented as the 
sum of its enjoyable experiences multiplied by the intensity of each 
experience. The bad for each entity is represented as the sum of its 
painful experiences multiplied by the intensity of each experience. 
The moral good for each being consists in acting instinctively, which 
for humans means acting rationally in accordance with the law of 
human nature. That law is to seek the greatest happiness, which is the 
best interests of the greatest number of persons. The moral law, she 
argues, imposes an obligation on rational beings to increase human 
happiness by protecting and regulating the development of happiness- 
producing characteristics of the human organism. For each person, the 
moral law requires recognizing that the greatest happiness comes from 
sacrificing egoistic pleasures and the immediate well-being of one’s 
person, family, and social group in order to promote the common 
human good. That means acting on sentiments of sympathy and 
universal fraternity. Seeking the good of all, rather than one’s own 
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good and the good of one’s family or social group, will secure for the 
moral agent a totality of pleasure equal to or greater than those joys 
found in personal well-being or in that of one’s family. In order to 
support individuals in their abandonment of moral egoism in favor of 
the common good, societies must support social institutions which 
teach and foster the development of humanistic sentiment. Eventually, 
Royer says, the humanistic instincts will become as integral a part of 
the organic makeup of future human beings as the egoistic instinct is 
of nineteenth-century human nature. In effect, she claims, instincts of 
universal beneficience can gradually become part of the heredity of 
the human race. 

Clemence Royer’s metaphysics and ethics merit study in their own 
right. But they also merit study in light of her contemporaries Hegel, 
Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and Freud, as well as in light of those by 
whom she was undoubtedly influenced: Bentham, Mill, Spencer, 
Darwin, and Reid. She is an interesting barometer of late nineteenth- 
century moral philosophy as it was shaped by anthropology, physics, 
psychology, and politics. 

7. Juliette Lambert La Messine Adam: 1836-1936 

Bom in Verberie, 188 Picardy, Juliette Lambert was educated by her 
father, who was a physician and a feminist, and by her maternal 
grandmother. She began her public career in 1856 with the 
pseudonymous publication (under the name “Juliette”) of a letter to 
the editor of Le Siecle . At eighteen Lambert married Alexis La 
Messine, a government official. Two years later they reportedly had a 
child. 189 Lambert moved to Paris and was associated with a group of 
Saint-Simonians including Charles Fauverty and Charles Renouvier. 
Fauverty was the founder and editor of La Revue Philosophique. 

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon’s De La Justice Dans la Revolution et dans 
I’Eglise appeared in the spring of 1858. 190 The main thrust of Proud¬ 
hon’s book was against the church. However, two chapters were 
devoted to discussions of love and marriage. In them he argues that 
women were by nature physically, intellectually, and morally inferior 
to men. Proudhon claims that his proof of women’s inferiority is 
mathematical: assigning weights to women’s physical strength 
(weighted at 2 to a man’s 3), he assigns the same social value to 
women: 2/3 of a man’s value. But this value is overrated, he claims, 
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and does not take into account twelve years of lost production by 
women due to menstruation, pregnancy, recovery, nursing, and child- 
rearing. After defining intellect in masculine terms (“virility”) Proud¬ 
hon assigns to women an intellectual weight of 2 to men’s 3. On 
Proudhon’s moral scale, women fare no better, lacking virtues of 
wisdom and courage, and lacking the intellect to have a conscience. 
Not surprisingly, women’s comparative moral value is 2 to a man’s 3. 
Multiplication of physical x intellectual x moral value of each sex 
mathematically proves that women’s social value is 8 to a man’s 27. 
Having thus demonstrated women’s natural inferiority to men, 
Proudhon concludes that social, civil, and political equality was 
dangerous and a threat to French society. Women’s unequal treatment 
was just, and the name of the institution which justly treated women 
unequally is marriage. Moses 191 reports that Juliette Lambert tried to 
convince the better-known Jenny d’Hdricourt to respond to Proudhon. 
D’Hericourt eventually responded, despite an initial refusal. Four 
months after the appearance of Proudhon’s De la Justice... Juliette 
Lambert published her own response, Idees anti-proudhoniennes sur 
l’amour, la femme et le manage. 192 

Lambert dismisses Proudhon’s arguments as non sequiturs ( coq-d .- 
I’ane), saying that his views on physical strength employ a 
“technology that borders on the obscene.” 193 She states that freedom 
and equality based on equivalence rather than identity are necessary 
preconditions for the establishment of relationships which can be 
characterized as just. 194 

It must be fully understood that, as society organizes itself, it 
creates parts corresponding to the degree of its own social develop¬ 
ment which must be increasingly perfect; these parts are 
“institutions.” Primitive institutions were created for the purposes 
of strength, contemporary institutions arise instead for humanitarian 
reasons. The purposes of contemporary and future institutions are 
mutual aid, entitlements, and charity. Their goal is to spread 
knowledge, improve welfare, guarantee individual survival through 
community aid, care for the debilitated, the disabled and the ill. 195 

Lambert clearly accepts the theory of sex complementarity and 
corresponding functional equality. She says that the job of “brood 
hen” is a noble one, but it is not right for every woman. Nor does 
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motherhood preclude outside employment. Her argument is multi¬ 
pronged. First, she argues that only productive employment eman¬ 
cipates adults. Vocational education for women can emancipate 
women by enabling them to identify themselves in terms of their 
productivity, instead of “posing as dolls before men,” seriously 
playing the “stupid role” they have been socialized to play since 
childhood. Second, she argues that denying employment opportunities 
to women entices women to earn their incomes through prostitution. 
Legalizing broader avenues of employment for women without their 
husband’s consent will not only help ambitious women resist the 
financial temptation of prostitution, but also resist the vices which 
idleness brings. Lambert lists a number of careers which are suitable 
for a woman. 196 

According to Moses, Lambert represents part of the move within 
social and political philosophy away from the utopian ideas of the 
Saint-Simonians and other sex-complementarians. 197 The Saint- 
Simonianism of Prosper Enfantin was an advance over earlier forms 
of sex complementarianism in that it justified full female participation 
in public life despite alleged innate moral differences between the 
sexes. Like the Saint-Simonians, Lambert acknowledged sexual 
differences and accepted the idea that women’s virtues complement 
men’s. Unlike the Saint Simonians, she did not call for the establish¬ 
ment of a utopian society in which women, as exemplars of “feminine 
virtue,” would be valued equally with male exemplars of “masculine 
virtue.” Lambert claims that so-called “masculine” and “feminine” 
virtues are found not only in members of each sex but within many 
individuals, and that the distinctions are not morally significant. 

The third part of Lambert’s argument for women’s economic 
equality is an argument for moral autonomy. If the distinctions 
between the sexes are morally insignificant, there is no moral justifica¬ 
tion for society to allocate rights and opportunities based on sex. If 
moral autonomy is a charcteristic of men and if its exercise is a moral 
right of men, then it is also a characteristic and right of women. The 
exercise of individual autonomy is impossible in the absence of social 
and political equality and in the absence of equality of economic 
opportunity. Enforcement of alleged moral distinctions between the 
sexes through the imposition of constraints on women’s employment 
is a threat to moral autonomy and therefore is a threat to freedom: 
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Even if it were useful, concerning the organization of society, to be 
aware of those occupations that are more “feminine” and those 
which are more “masculine,” it would however greatly endanger 
freedom to attempt to fix in advance the respective roles of men and 
woman and to imprison either in occupations according to their 
respective sex. 198 

Lambert develops an argument for women’s autonomy: 

In a society created by men for their own benefit, woman was 
valued only as wife and mother; but if woman is a free individual, 
intellectually and morally vital, she has her own value and will 
make her own law. She will no more obtain her conscience and 
personal dignity from man than he obtains his own dignity and 
conscience from that which is external to him. Clearly, this is the 
doctrine of immanence (as Proudhon calls it) with respect to 
woman. 199 

Much later, she poses the rhetorical question “is woman an 
autonomous person?” The response is unequivocal: 

Woman, considered as woman, is an entity in herself: she is self- 
legislating within the context of natural law; in a word, she is a 
being. She comes to know the general laws to which she is subject 
and apprehends them by virtue of her understanding; she is there¬ 
fore a knowing subject. Finally, she has free will and is the author 
of her own moral law; she is therefore autonomous. 200 

Lambert suggested that society acknowledge women’s autonomy by 
replacing traditional marriage agreements (usually arranged by the 
families) with contracts between free and equal individuals in which 
each would be free to dispose only of his or her own property. The 
parties would determine the conditions of their association; divorce 
must be legal as a means of avoiding marital slavery. Her views on 
female autonomy lead her to renew her demands for social equality, 
particularly within the institution Proudhon had identified as an 
institution of just inequality: marriage. 
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8. Christine Ladd-Franklin: 1847-1930 

Christine Ladd was bom in Windsor, Connecticut, in the middle of the 
nineteenth century and gained eminence in philosophy of psychology 
and logic. 201 Her mother died when she was a teenager, and she was 
raised by relatives. 202 She studied Greek and mathematics at Wesleyan 
Academy in preparation for entering college. She spent two years at 
Vassar and graduated in 1869. 203 She taught secondary school for 
several years prior to seeking admission to the Johns Hopkins 
University graduate school in 1878. Some of her early published 
papers on mathematics had been noticed by the English mathematician 
Sylvester, who reportedly persuaded the graduate school to admit her 
on a special status. Although she entered Johns Hopkins in 1878, 
received a three-year fellowship (1879-1881), and completed all the 
requirements for the Ph.D. by 1882, the degree was not granted to her 
until 44 years later. 204 

According to Schneewind, 205 Ladd-Franklin taught logic at Johns 
Hopkins. She later taught logic and psychology for twenty years at 
Columbia University. Her writings evidence expertise in the logics of 
Boole, Jevons, McColl, Pierce, Ellis, Schroder, Delboef, Frege, Venn, 
and Wundt, the philosophy of psychology of Helmholtz, and the color 
and vision theories of Muller and Hering. Her interests in mathemati¬ 
cal logic, and algebra and geometry in general, are represented by her 
“On the Algebra of Logic,” published by the philosopher Charles S. 
Pierce, whose student she was. 206 This fifty-four-page article includes 
discussions of identical propositions in logic, on universalizability and 
its algebra (including expressions for conjoining and disjoining 
propositions and terms, on elimination of premises or parts thereof, on 
inferences from universals to particulars), on expressing the resolution 
of problems, and on constituting the universe of discourse. 
Throughout the paper, she draws on examples developed originally by 
Venn, Wundt, and others. 

Ladd-Franklin is also known for her contributions to logic notation. 
In “The Reduction to Absurdity of the Ordinary Treatment of the 
Syllogism” she reduces the syllogism to a single formula in which its 
three statements form an “antilogism.” 207 In addition, she developed a 
principle for recognizing valid forms of syllogism. She is the author of 
more than 100 articles on logic and color vision. A nearly complete bib¬ 
liography is in Grinstein and Campbell’s Women of Mathematics . 208 
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Ladd-Franklin’s interests in psychology, particularly the psychol¬ 
ogy of visual perception, are represented by her Colour and Colour 
Theories , 209 Improving on the theories of Muller (who repeated his 
lectures for her because Gottingen excluded women), 210 Hering, and 
Helmholtz, Ladd-Franklin formulated her own theory of color vision. 
It avoided Helmholtz’s embarrassing need to consider yellow to be a 
combination of red and green, and Hering’s need to consider red and 
green as complementary primary colors. Moreover, it was compatible 
with recent evolutionary theories in that it accounted for the evolution 
of the rudimentary brightness sense of some lower animals into a 
complete perception of the spectrum in humans. It also offered an 
explanation of certain forms of color-blindness in terms of incomplete 
development. It accommodated recent findings of light-sensitive 
iodopsin (in retinal cones), a modified form of the rhodopsin found in 
retinal rods. The geometric properties of the binocular fusion into a 
single retinal image appears to have initiated Ladd-Franklin’s syn¬ 
thesis of mathematical logic, geometry, perception, and spectrography 
into theories of color perception. Her works on vision appeared in 
journals spanning a thirty-four-year period (1892-1926). They were 
collected in Colour and Colour Theories, which appeared in 1929. 

9. Hortense Allart de Meritens: floruit 1850 

Hortense Allart de Meritens’ Novum Organum, ou Saintete 
Philosophique was published in Paris in 1857. A work of nearly 300 
pages, it is part apology for the failures of previous philosophies to 
adequately demonstrate the existence of God and the moral imperative 
to be pious, while at the same time accounting for scientific advances 
which purport to supplant God with “Mother Nature.” In her work. 
Allart de Meritens shows a thorough knowledge of the Pythagoreans, 
Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus, Confucianism, and Buddhism; Clement of 
Alexandria, Augustine, Descartes, Bacon, Leibniz, Constant, Locke, 
Spinoza, Machiavelli, Kant, Voltaire, Pascal, and Germaine de Staehl. 
Allart de Meritens describes her work as 

an attempt to understand natural religion as an object of science. 

The understanding of God and holiness, knowing God as we know 

life, and being pious as inevitably as we are mortal. 211 
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Using a combination of “inspiration and observation” Allart de 
Meritens draws on philosophy of religion and moral philosophy and 
seeks inspiration through knowledge and understanding of these. She 
claims not to be dogmatic concerning God. She calls on her readers to 
acknowledge that there is an almost universal belief in a higher being. 
She urges us not to fear sensory illusion as Bacon does 212 because we 
have no need to rely on the senses for the kind of inquiry she is 
making. She urges us rather to follow Democritus and seek the source 
of laws of human action. 

The first ten pages of Allart de Meritens’ work are part exposition, 
but they are primarily a criticism of Bacon. In discussing Bacon’s 
objections to philosophy she notes that in one respect she and Bacon 
agree: that philosophic inquiry has too often tied human experience to 
matter, rather than to spirit, and that an inquiry into human spiritual 
experience is also a proper subject for philosophic inquiry. 
Philosophers have always conceived of an infinite difference between 
the “phantoms” of the human understanding and divine understanding. 
The former, she says, are purely arbitrary abstractions, while the latter 
are true characteristics of the creator in all things such as he has 
determined. Here, Allart de Meritens suggests that there are written 
records (biblical?) of God’s mental characteristics. Regarding God’s 
attributes, she says, truth and utility are the same. Quoting Laplace’s 
and Humbolt’s comments on Herschel’s astronomical findings. Allart 
de Meritens notes that even the astronomers agree that the likelihood 
of astronomical phenomena being organized as it is by chance is 
1 : 200 , 000 , 000 , 000 . 

Faced with the infinite unfolding before our eyes, who doesn’t get 

the profound impression that God reveals himself there?...How 

these creations surpass our imaginations. The concept of God 

becomes greater with each of our [scientific] discoveries. 213 

Hortense Allart de Meritens was one of many women of the 
nineteenth century who were discussants of philosophy. Like her 
predecessors Cavendish and du CMtelet, and like her contemporaries 
d’Hericourt, Somerville, Royer, and Ladd-Franklin, Hortense Allart de 
Meritens was interested in the philosophical implications of recent 
scientific discoveries. Like her counterparts Masham, Astell, and 
Blackwell she believed that religious knowledge played a central role 
in resolving epistemological and metaphysical questions. 
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IV. CONCLUSIONS 

The preceding chapters in this volume describe aspects of the works of 
some women philosophers of the seventeenth, eighteenth, and 
nineteenth centuries. Those descriptions are neither definitive nor 
complete. I have focussed on women who actually left important 
philosophical writings, and on women who through correspondence, 
commentary, or discourse partook of and contributed to the discipline. 
Sources which will facilitate further research about women’s contribu¬ 
tions to modem philosophy appear in the Bibliography. 

The women who are discussed in this volume made contributions 
of varying importance to the discipline of philosophy. Most have 
made significant contributions to its literature. Some have professional 
and even academic affiliations with other disciplines. Their works 
often reflect the fact that philosophy itself has historically transcended 
disciplines. Their identification with other disciplines may have led 
earlier historians of philosophy to conclude that these women neither 
studied philosophy nor contributed to the ongoing philosophic 
dialogues of their day. However, their status as philosophers, whatever 
else their achievements may have been, ought not be overlooked by 
those who seek to understand the history of philosophy. 
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revelation 76, 77,95, 107, 116,117 
Revolutions 

American 222 
French xxxiv, 156,172-174 
rhetoric 60 
Ribot, Theodule 173 
Richter, Johan P. 200 
rights 173, 174,231-235, 249 
Roberval 2 
Roebuck, John 246 

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques 165-167,177, 
219,225 

royalism 218-222 

Royal Academy of Dublin 230 

Royal Astronomical Society 230 

Royal Society 2-4,16 

Royer, Clemence 209, 255-257, 263 

Rust Benjamin xxvi 

Rutherford, Daniel 102, 106 

Sainte-Beuve, Charley 173 
Saint-Simon, Saint-Simonian 
philosophy xix, xxiii, xxxiv, 

172ff, 231,257,259 


Salic law 2, 35, 227, 231-235 
Salmasius, Claudius 28 
salons, salonistes xix, xxxvii, 2 
Sartre, Jean-Paul xxxviii 
Scarlatti 24 

Scottish Common Sense Philosophy 
{see Common Sense) 
skepticism xxi, 2Iff, 31-33 
Scheffer, Johannes xxvi 
scholasticism 69 

van Schurman, Anna Maria xxi, xxvi, 
xxxiii, 16, 33,210-212,214 
science, philosophy of xx, xxi, 25, 
143-147,172, 228 

scientific and technological discoveries 
xx, xxi, 263 

scientific experimentation xxxviii, 9, 
23,128,129,143,144,147,216, 
228, 229 

scientific method 144-147 
Scudery, Madeleine de xxxix, 29 
self-denial 236, 238, 241 
self-knowledge 256 
self-sacrifice 236, 238, 242 
Seneca 204, 213 

senses, sensory knowledge 107ff, 236 
sex-complementarity 219ff, 258-260 
sexism xxxv, 11-15,156-168,185 
Sextus Empiricus xxvi, 28 
Siguenza y Gongora, de, Carlos 60 
sin 55 

slavery, slaves {see also abolitionism, 
emancipation, Freedmen) 94, 214, 
,221, 227, 238-240, 244 
Smith, Florence 87, 90 
socialism 231 
socialization 158,159 
social philosophy xxxvi, 160, 161, 
171-173, 177-182, 255, 257-260 
Society de Physique et d’Histoire 
Naturelle de Gen&ve 230 
society {see also government) xxxvi 
Socrates 199, 200, 201, 203-205 
Somerville, Mary xxv, 194,228-230, 
263 

Somerville College, Oxford University 



Index 301 


228 

Sophia, A Person of Quality (pseud.) 
xxii, 211,222-225 

Sophie Charlotte, Queen of Prussia 123 
Sophie, Electress of Hanover 123 
soul 55, 69,107-121, 201,202 
space 106 
Sparre, Ebba 36 

Spencer, Herbert 193,194,255,257 
Spinoza, Benedict de (Baruch) xx, 
xxvi, 41 

Staehl, Germaine de xxxix, 262 
Stanton, Elizabeth Cady xxxix, 187, 
254 

Steele, Richard 88 
Stiemhielm, Georg 27 
Stillingfleet, Edward, Bishop xxviii, 
xxx, 76,96, 103,107 
Stoics, stoicism, neo-stoicism 25, 35, 
199, 200-206 
Stone, Lucy 186,187 
Stowe, Harriet Beecher xxxix, 236,242 
subjection, subjugation of women 
10-16, 94, 231-235, 246-255 
substance (see matter) 
sufficient reason, principle of 45 
suffrage, women’s xxiv, xxxv, in 

wollstonecraft 172,179-181,185, 
187, 230 

suffragettes, suffragists xxxvii, 185 
Sweden, politics 2Iff 
Swift, Jonathan 88 
syllogism 261 

Tacitus 27 

Taine, Hippolyte 173 
Talleyrand xxxiii 
Taylor, John 246, 248 
temperance movement xxiv, xxxv, 185, 
240 

Terrence 210 

theologians, theology (see also 
religion) 60, 215, 243 
Theresa, St. 64 

Thomas Aquinas, Thomism xxvii, 63 
thought {see ideas) 


time 47,48, 190, 191 
tolerance 23, 26, 248,249 
Torricelli 4 

Trotter, Catharine {see Cockbum) 
truth 190, 200 

universe, nature of {see cosmology) 
utilitarianism, utility 201, 226, 227, 
231,237-239,255-257 
utopianism {see also Saint Simon, 
Fourier, Owen) 231, 255-257 

vice(s)/virtue(s) xxv, xxvi, xxxvi, 

78-80, 90-94, 106,107-110,115, 
159,164, 165, 197, 204-206, 
236-238, 241, 242 
Vieyra, de Antonio 62, 63, 65 
Villaumbrosa, Countess of 65 
Virgil 127 
vitalism 7ff, 41-58 
Voet 210 

Voltaire xix, 128-151, 217, 262 
vortices 7, 74,136 
Vossius, Isaac 27, 28 

Warren, James Otis 218 
Warren, Mercy Otis 218 
Wasa, Kristina {see Kristina Wasa, 
Queen of Sweden) 

Wasa, Gustav (Gustavus Adolphus), 
King of Sweden 21 
Washington, George and Martha 218 
Watts, Dr. 106 

Wheeler, Anna Doyle xxiii, xxxviii, 
230-235 

Whichcote, Benjamin xxvi, 41 
wisdom {see epistemology, knowledge, 
virtue) 

Wolff, C.F. 135ff 
Wollstonecraft, Elizabeth Dickson 
153ff 

Wollstonecraft, Mary xxxiii, xxxviii, 
153-170,211,231 

woman/women concept of xxx, xxxvi, 
11-15,64-70, 90,193-195, 
202-206, 210-213, 222-225, 237, 
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Woodhull, Victoria xxxix 
Wordsworth, William 163 


Xenophon 210 

Zumarraga, Fray Juan de. Bishop xxvii, 
60 



